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ABSTRACT
It is well-documented that children who experience housing insecurities, transience and
homelessness, whether short or long term, may suffer from anxiety and/or chronic stress (Perry,
1997, 2004; Jensen, 2009). What is less known, or researched, are ways to address that anxiety
through the efforts of volunteers and other non-custodial persons and the simple act of reading a
book together.
This study is social science in nature with a focus on phenomenological research with
children that explores the affective value that a literacy event may have on a child’s perceptions
of their own level of stress. Participants were recruited from a domestic violence shelter and its
sister transitional center. In alignment with the Mosaic approach (Clark & Moss, 2011), child
centric methods of research were used that included interview questions embedded in a colorful
game board, self-reporting of participant stress level as indicated on a 3-point Facial
Modification Affective Scale, the use of drawings to express feelings (symbolic representation)
and accompanying narratives. The central focus of this study was a literacy event (Heath, 1982)
between the researcher and the participant whereby the reader and the listener engaged in
meaningful dialogic interactions using an age-appropriate book chosen by the participant.
Taking a philosophical stance that children are capable self-reporters and “experts in their
own lives” (Clark & Moss, 2005), participants were asked to indicate their current perceptions
about their own stress levels using the Facial Modification Affective Scale (Quiles et al., 2013),
both before and after the literacy event. Additionally, they were asked to represent their current
xv

inner feelings by drawing a picture and describing it to the researcher, empowering the child to
represent themself in their own voice. Conversations were audio-recorded, transcribed at a later
time, and analyzed for emergent themes.
The presence of internal stress was indicated before the literacy event through
triangulated methods of mother interviews, child verbalizations through interview questions
embedded in a colorful board game, and symbols in participant artwork that was analyzed for
fear and anxiety (Wimmer, 2014).
Following the literacy event, axial codes revealed indications of stress alleviation in the
emergent themes of Rich Narratives and Memory Activation as produced through a second
round of symbolic representation participant artwork and accompanying narratives.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
In the fall of 2015, I accepted a new position in a larger school district. In my dual role as
reading interventionist and instructional strategist, I divided my time between two high-poverty
Title I elementary buildings. I soon discovered that one of the buildings was located just blocks
from a local family homeless shelter. I found myself thinking often about the needs a short walk
from my professional door, and the students I served within my school who considered Shelter
Me (*not its real name) their temporary home.
I determined to combine my personal lifelong love of reading with my professional
literacy training and began to volunteer after-work hours reading aloud to the children of the
Shelter Me family homeless shelter. I purchased a small box of books from a popular educational
book club company and began reading once a week with children of various ages, from infancy
through middle school. I felt it was important to gift the books I read to the children so that they
could independently repeat their experience and interaction with the text. With the popularity of
the growing program, I soon found that I needed to order more, and happily did so.
I found such a receptive audience in the children, their parents, and the shelter staff that I
reached out to a local hospital pediatric floor to offer my reading services there as well. After
completing the hospital volunteer training requirements, I was soon reading one or two evenings
a week on the pediatric floor, in addition to my readings at the shelter. I found this volunteer
work to be incredibly rewarding, aligned as it is with my own passions and giftings, and more
1

importantly, it filled a true need within our community. Parents readily shared how much it
meant to both themselves and their children to have access to both a caring adult and free books.
As I shared my experiences with coworkers, some could easily see the benefits of my
endeavors and began to ask if they could join my efforts. With a small group of early volunteers
who became an informal advisory committee, we named ourselves Project Armchair and began
to meet regularly to draft protocols for the growing list of fellow teachers requesting to join us.
Civic and professional groups soon learned of our cause and began donating new books to our
organization. By Fall of 2019, we were officially incorporated and had received our Internal
Revenue Service 501©3 status.
Since that early time, Project Armchair has grown to a volunteer staff of twenty-plus
certified educators, reading several times each week in our local hospital setting, a family
homeless shelter, or a domestic violence shelter. To date, we have given away over two thousand
books – all donated by individuals or local organizations – and clocked hundreds of volunteer
hours.
In the years that I have been reading to children in crisis, both hospitalized and homeless,
I have often thought about the stress that these children may be experiencing during their period
of crisis, or the stress of the events that led up to the crisis. The children I read with are generally
sweet, sometimes shy, but most seem eager to spend time with me and my bag of new books.
Occasionally, they are detached and express no interest in my services or the colorful, brightly
illustrated books that I share.
I train my volunteers to focus their attentions on the book chosen by the child, and not the
personal lives of our young clients or their histories. Parents are sometimes eager to share details,
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and we respectfully listen, but are careful to avoid seeking personal information. Privacy
protection is always paramount, whether in the hospital or shelter setting.
I have frequently wondered what goes on behind the mask of sweet shyness or cool
indifference. What emotional turmoil are these children trying to process and outwardly manage?
If I could peek behind the mask for a moment, what would I find? And what would it require for
them to trust me enough to lower their mask?
I worry most about my homeless children. While hospitalized children are undoubtably
under duress from a variety of stressors e.g., illness, pain, medical procedures, a strange
environment, parents who cannot be with them constantly, etc., many of those children fully
recover and are able to return to the safety and security of home environments, where all or most
of their physical and emotional needs are met by loving caregivers. The Harvard Center for the
Developing Child (2020) describes this as “tolerable” stress that causes a heightened
physiological response in the child, but with love and care, the emotive center of the brain can
return to a healthy state of stasis.
It is also true that there exists a demographic of hospitalized children for whom toxic
stress is a constant and tormenting reality. I have rocked and sang multiple times to sweet babies
who had no visitors and read to toddlers who were abandoned by parents to the shelter of the
hospital. Under state Safe Haven (or Baby Moses) laws, parents may surrender their child to a
hospital staff member and no legal charges will be filed (Find Law, 2018).
Homeless and transient children, however, are either born into generational poverty or are
caught in an acute crisis that precipitated the period of homelessness. For these children, the
toxic combination of high-poverty and loss of familiar home environment, can be devastating
(Jensen, 2009). These are the children, the ones who are often invisible and voiceless to society,
3

for whom I seek to understand their emotional state during their point of crisis and whether the
act of reading a book with a caring adult can have an effect on their own perceived stress levels.
In other words, could a momentary reprieve from harmful stress be as simple as reading a book
with a caring adult?
Definition of Terms
A crisis is generally defined as a period of functional equilibrium followed by a
cataclysmic event or series of events that cannot be remedied by the existing structure. This
study has adopted the definition of crisis from Channa, Geert, Stams, Van der Laan, and Asscher
(2011) who define a crisis as a “disturbance of balance between demands and resources of a
family system” brought on by a failure between social support systems and former dependent
“coping mechanisms.” This failure in systems can lead to “emotional unstableness, fear, anger,
distorted interpretation and a preoccupation with problems” (p. 992).
Other definitions of crisis refer specifically to family crisis dynamics and the conflict
between resources and demands (Hoekert, Lommerse, & Beundermann, 2000; Caplan, 1964).
Perry (2007) applies this definition of crisis and its resultant stress to the body’s physiological
executive functions, “Stress is any challenge or condition which forces the regulating
physiological and neurophysiologic systems to move outside of their normal dynamic activity,”
and adds that “stress occurs when homeostasis is disrupted” (p. 2).
For the purposes of this study, a child in crisis will be defined as a child in either cyclical
or acute transience or homelessness, and who resides in a homeless domestic violence shelter
which provides protective services for women and their children who have been victims of
domestic violence. The length of time that abused women and children can reside in the shelter
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may be either temporary (one night or more) or long-term (several months), after which they are
eventually moved to a transitional shelter.
This study uses the term literacy event (Heath, 1983) in place of read-aloud to delineate
between the simple act of reading a text to a child versus reading a text with a child, regardless of
the child’s ability or inability to decode. In a literacy event, the reader and the listener are
engaged in dialogue about the text, use the illustrations to make connections to their own base of
understanding and offer predictions about the text, and are fully immersed in the experience.
Statement of Problem
When reading a book with a homeless or hospitalized child, it is not difficult to make
assumptions about whether or not the child is enjoying the experience. Outbursts of laughter,
questions about the characters, or shouting out predictions are all indicators of a pleasurable
moment for the listener. But do these outward signs indicate inward stress alleviation? This study
sought to determine if a literacy event could have a positive effect, at least momentarily, on a
homeless child’s perception of their own stress.
Research Question
My research question explored the affective (emotional) value of a literacy event between
elementary school-aged homeless children and a non-custodial adult. To accomplish this, I
conducted my research in a local homeless domestic violence shelter and its sister transitional
center for mothers and their children. Specifically, I sought to understand the affective value of a
non-custodial adult reading aloud with a homeless child, and if a literacy event can reduce a
child’s perceived level of stress, as evidenced by a multi-modal approach to data.
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Theoretical & Conceptual Frameworks
To determine if a literacy event between a homeless child and a non-custodial adult could
positively affect a child’s feelings of stress and if the child could perceive that alleviation and
outwardly indicate those perceptions, I wove three established strands together to create a
theoretical framework. This framework consists of the Response of the Reader, the Educational
Benefits of the Literacy Event, and the Social-Emotional Benefits of the Literacy Event.
The Response of the Reader draws on the work of Rosenblatt (1978) and Benton (1979)
that describe the transaction that occurs between the text and the reader. The Educational
Benefits of the Literacy Event refers to the myriad of ways that interacting with a text scaffolds
future academic learning (Fox, 2013; Doake, 1986; Ninio, 1980; Snow & Goldfield, 1983). And
finally, the Social-Emotional Benefits of the Literacy Event speaks to the healthy environment
created when a caring adult and a child relate to one another through the medium of an age and
developmentally appropriate book (Leland, Lewison, and Harste, 2013; Wolf, 2004).
My conceptual framework adds a fourth strand to this tapestry, the Proximal Benefit of
the Listener. This strand contends that the one listening may benefit equally, or possibly more,
than the reader. The reader becomes the conduit (Stern, 2007), by which the listener interacts
deeply with the text and perhaps finds a moment of reprieve from a negative lived experience.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction
It has been the standing goal of this research to allow children living in a domestic
violence shelter to speak for themselves about whether or not they perceive that they have
internal stress that may or may not exhibit itself externally, and to discover whether a literacy
event between the child and the researcher has a positive impact on that perceived stress. To
accomplish this, a research design was created infused with child-centric methodologies and
afforded participants opportunities to express themselves in multi-modal ways.
The Link Between Homelessness and Stress
Homelessness and transience are by nature stressful for the children forced to suffer the
uncertainty and fear of multiple, and often, sudden moves between places of shelter. Children are
considered homeless when they are living temporarily in an established homeless shelter or
living with friends or relatives (McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act, 2009).
For those that seek shelter temporarily with family or friends, the living quarters are
generally too small for more than one family and children often find themselves without
bedroom space or even a bed in which to sleep. Transient children may be forced to sleep in
open living spaces designated for group activities such as television watching or gaming. Sofas
or floors become beds and sleep hours revolve around the hours kept by the adults or older
children in the home. Sleep can be erratic, leading to difficulty concentrating or staying awake in
7

school. Crowded apartments or trailers tend to be noisy and personal space and privacy almost
nonexistent.
The shelters themselves may add to a transient child’s stress. For children who enter
shelter living, stressors are different than private residences, but just as challenging. Shelter rules
tend to be stringent. Some common examples include rules about where food is allowed within
the facility, rigid mealtimes, the requirement to be absent from the shelter during the day, and
room inspections (National Alliance to End Homelessness, 2018). The global COVID-19
pandemic required shelter residents and staff to observe tight restrictions about social distancing
and wearing personal protective equipment (PPE), such as facial masks, in communal areas of
the shelter.
Parents tend to tightly observe shelter rules for fear of being evicted from the shelter. For
those families fortunate enough to sleep in a private room, there is no privacy within the room
and parents and children sleep in one cramped open space. Bathroom facilities may be
communal. With multiple families sharing the same facility, tensions often run high, adding to
the preexisting stress families may have entered the shelter with. Many shelters do not allow
pubescent boys or fathers to stay with the rest of their family for fear of predatory behavior,
causing families to be split apart.
The types of stress that homeless children experience is important in understanding a
child’s ability or inability to cope or experience resilience, and how stress affects the brain
architecture. Both acute and chronic stress cause psychological trauma and can literally change
the landscape of the developing brain (Perry, 1997; Jensen, 2009).
The negative effects of stress due to traumatic events, including transience or
homelessness, in the life of a developing child, are well-documented. Dr. Bruce Perry, a child
8

psychologist that has worked with many high-profile child trauma cases, states that for the
developing brain of a child, especially those in the birth to age four range, brain architecture is
being built at an exponential rate. For those children who are unfortunate enough to grow up in
homes of chronic stress exposure, their brains adopt a “hyperarousal response” (defiance, fightor-flight) for some children and a “dissociative response” (withdrawal, avoidance) in other
children (Perry, 2004, p. 2). Ultimately, chronic stress and fear change the way a child responds
to stimuli, accessing the lower regions of the brain, where primal responses lie. Over time, these
children function in an aroused state and are less prone to understand or care about the
consequences of their actions.
Chronic stress exposure is potentially more harmful than episodic trauma and can create a
baseline of response that makes social interactions (such as those found in a classroom setting)
more difficult for normative responses. Perry (2004) states emphatically, “A child with a brain
adapted for an environment of chaos, unpredictability, threat, and distress is ill-suited” for such
contexts as classrooms (pp. 2-4).
Conrad (2010) found in her work with laboratory rats and spatial memory, that chronic
stress impaired reference memory and spatial working memory. Chronic stress impaired nearly
every working part of the brain. Long-term stress affects hippocampal structure which regulates
excitability, neurochemistry, and can ultimately lead to cell death.
The everyday world of a homeless child revolves around uncertainty, food and housing
insecurities, the heightened tensions of parents as they grapple with their own emotive responses
(Zima et. al, 1999), and a sense of loss of control (MacGillivray, Ardell, & Curwen, 2010).
Sheltered children tend to live in families that experience domestic violence, low social support
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networks, and instability. Psychosocial stressors for homeless children may ultimately lead to
depression in sheltered children (Zima et. al, 1999).
Understanding the daily challenges of children who are caught in cyclical homelessness
can be disquieting. Beyond coping with hunger and food insecurities, homeless children may live
in structures without electricity, heat, or running water. They may internally suffer from the
constant fear of sudden moves between places of shelter. They may have parents who are
substance abusers or struggle with mental health issues. They may be denied other basic
necessities such as adequate medical, dental, or vision care. At one point or another, they may
have an incarcerated parent. Some will become victims of predatory behavior. Homeless or
transient children may find themselves rotating in and out of the foster care system. And it is
likely they will struggle with academic attendance and performance.
The type of stress associated with domestic violence carries its own brand of harsh reality
for young victims. Children are unable to protect themselves due to immature cognitive or
developmental factors. Children are by nature a vulnerable population and depend on their
caregivers to provide a safe and nurturing environment. When caregivers fail to do so, the child
may further irritate the abusive caregiver by crying (Osofsky, 2018).
Domestic violence is made more complex by the ‘toxic trio’ of domestic violence that is
coupled with parental mental health issues and substance abuse. Preschoolers exposed to
domestic violence can experience emotional challenges that include separation anxiety from the
non-abusing caregiver or psychological disengagement (Baker & Cunningham, 2009) and may
themselves become victims of physical abuse (Harper et al., 2018).
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Simple Solutions
The needs of a chronically stressed homeless child are complex and require a multisystem approach, including professional counseling services, adequate health care, and
consistent access to basic necessities. Less formal, but potentially beneficial approaches to a
child’s overall health, may include access to age and developmentally appropriate texts. Shelters
often receive donations of toys and books, but impoverished children often lack the ability to
decode fluently. The parents themselves may struggle with fluent reading, may not understand
the crucial need for reading aloud to their child, or do not have the physical and mental resources
to make time for a daily routine of a shared book event with their child. The services of a shelter
staffer or volunteer can become the conduit for those struggling readers to access difficult texts
or make reading a part of a daily routine.
Reading as a Way to Alleviate Stress
When children interact with a text via a reader, such as in a literacy event, there is a
transaction that occurs between the text and listener. Viewed from a social-emotional lens, time
spent reading with a child can be a source of validation. “As the reader, you’re taking time to
say, ‘You’re worth my attention, I enjoy your company, and I hope one day you’ll love reading
as much as I do’” (Seefeld, 2003, p. 1).
The type of text may determine the type of interaction that occurs between the text and
the reader. Louise Rosenblatt (1995) purports that readers assume different stances when reading
different genres and types of texts, according to her Transactional Response theory. A student or
adult may read from an efferent stance, which is “seeking information” or “directions for action.”
Reading from an efferent stance is distanced from an emotive response to the text. In contrast,
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reading from an aesthetic stance occurs when the reader is focused on the emotions the story
evokes. Aesthetic reading moves the reader on a deep and profound level.
From a brain research perspective, there are physiological reasons for experiencing
pleasure when reading from an aesthetic stance. Emotive neural circuits assign significance to
stimuli and send a signal of significance to the higher cortical region of the brain (Shanahan,
2008). The type of emotion conveyed during reading aloud is found in prosodic cues. These
consist of tempo, timbre, rhythm, and tonal color and convey meaning to the listener. Prosodic
cues are similar to acoustic features found in music. “Prosody can be said to be the music of
language” (Lawson, 2012, p. 259).
Positive effects from interacting with a story can have lasting benefits. Stern (2007)
posits that the end of the story is not necessarily the end of the experience for the listener.
Children may revisit the story afterward in their mind and imaginations and again experience the
“cognitive dimensions of the story” or recall pleasurable moments derived from it (p. 42). “In a
sense, the… reader is the conduit by which the child attaches to the story and subsequently
attributes the pleasure derived to the language of books” (Stern, 2007, p. 42).
Emotionally, during the course of the literacy event, children use their imaginations to
learn about themselves and the world around them. “Over the span of sometimes five minutes,
they can be transported to other times and places to vicariously experience feelings of courage,
adventure, curiosity, and conflict” (Seefeldt, 2003, p. 2).
During an interview in 2016, Bruce Perry cautioned educators about solely focusing on
the academic, or efferent, side of reading, at the expense of social-emotional development. He
encouraged society to associate “reading with pleasure… with feeling that warmth, with
laughing and goofing around” (Supin, 2016, p. 13). Hanning (1996) contends that sharing books
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with children “strengthens family bonds” and helps children cope with the emotional upheaval of
homelessness (p. 9). Purkey (1970) adds that “an atmosphere of warmth” is vital for children to
develop healthy self-esteem (pp. 50-56).
In a study of the perceptions of six to twelve-year-old Western Australian students, the
majority indicated that they enjoyed being read to. Younger children enjoyed it slightly more
(78.9%) than older children (74.4%). Perceived affective benefits included feeling “happy,”
“relaxed,” “good inside,” and “stress free,” especially from books that made them laugh (Ledger
& Merga, 2018, p. 130).
Literacy Event versus Read-Aloud
Commonly, a designated time that an adult, typically a parent or other caregiver, sets
aside for the act of reading a book to a child is considered to be a read-aloud event. Authors such
as Jim Trelease (The Read-Aloud Handbook, 1979), and Mem Fox (Reading Magic, 2001) have
drawn needed attention to the necessary and critical act of reading daily with our children for
reasons stated elsewhere in this study.
For the purposes of this study, I chose to expand my definition for this action to literacy
event, a term introduced by the work of researcher, Shirley Brice Heath. Heath (1982, 1983)
describes common literacy events for preschoolers as any event that involves literacy and
ensuant conversation. These “events” can revolve around highway signs, cereal boxes, board
games, and of course, children’s books. She posits, “In such literacy events, participants follow
socially established rules for verbalizing what they know from and about the written material.
Each community has rules for socially interacting and sharing knowledge in literacy events”
(Heath, 1982, p. 50).
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Heath (1982) describes what occurs during a literacy event, such as a shared book
experience. There occurs a series of “reading cycles” (p. 51) in which the adult and the child
enter dialogic interactions where they take turns providing verbal prompts for the other. For
example, the mother may direct the child’s attention to the text and ask questions about it or
explain items found on the page, which are two-dimensional representations of threedimensional items. The child must then resolve in their mind the conflict between the twodimensional representation and the three-dimensional item. The child cannot resolve this conflict
through any means other than talk. An added benefit is that in this cycle of initiation-replyevaluation, the young child learns the socialization rules for future classroom protocol (Sinclair
& Coulthard, 1975; Griffin & Humphrey, 1978; Mehan, 1979).
Anderson, Teale, and Estrada (1980) support Heath’s (1982) definition and simplify it
further as, “any action sequence, involving one or more persons, in which the production and/or
comprehension of print plays a role” (p. 59).
Sanacore (1996) believes that the engagement of the listener is a key component to an
effective literacy event. To promote this, the reader should choose texts that the listener will
enjoy or allow the child to choose the text. During the reading of the text, the reader should
intentionally employ “intonational patterns – pitch, stress, and juncture” (p. 589). Other
engagement strategies include asking questions of prediction, effective pauses, and asking
inferential questions (Sanacore, 1996, p. 589). These strategies further the engagement and
pleasurable experience for the listener.
Future references in this study to the interaction of reader, text, and listener e.g., readaloud versus literacy event will vary, dependent on the purpose of the study, article, or book
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cited. Where applicable, I will use the term literacy event to describe read-aloud events that
include dialogic interactions between the reader and the listener.
The Value of Non-Custodial Adults Engaged in Literacy Events
Beyond the Scope of Home or Classroom
There exists an abundance of research that pertains to the affective value of parents
reading aloud with their children (Fox, 2008; Trelease, 2013). There is also a fair amount of
research concerning the value of reading aloud in the classroom (Laminack, 2016; Layne, 2015;
Wolf, 2004; Sipe, 2008). Parents and educators are naturally curious about the benefits (or lack
of) in taking time out of a busy school day, or home routine, to read aloud for pleasure.
Reading aloud in the classroom environment can help children learn about the world
around them. Ivey (2003) offered that [in the classroom context] a read-aloud may offer students
the ability to grapple with concepts that they are not emotionally ready to navigate on their own.
The read-aloud story may provide a safe place for mentally working through those concepts.
Wiltse (2006) adds that read-alouds should provide conversation topics between the school and
home environments. Duursma, Augustyn, & Zuckerman (2008) claim that shared book
experiences can help children “learn about peer relationships, coping strategies, building selfesteem and general world knowledge” (p. 555).
Research Question
The research inquiry of this study explored the affective (emotional) value of a literacy event
(Heath, 1983) between elementary school-aged homeless children living in a domestic violence shelter
and a non-custodial adult. The study sought to understand if a literacy event could reduce a child’s
perceived level of their own stress.
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The Mosaic Approach
In studies that research children, there has been a greater desire to consider children as
partners in research. Kirk (2007) postulated that, “If we are committed to learning about
children’s lived experiences …we need to seek information directly from them” (p. 1252). The
Mosaic approach is a research lens that combines the traditional tools of qualitative research,
such as observations and interviews, with participatory tools that children are comfortable with.
Furthermore, the Mosaic approach empowers disadvantaged children who may be excluded from
other research opportunities that require them to be adept at expressing themselves verbally
(Baird, 2013). In this multi-modal form of research, adults and children are equally involved in
the creation of meaning in order to better understand children’s lives (Clark & Moss, 2001).
The Mosaic approach (MA) uses an epistemological stance, believing that “knowledge
can be constructed and communicated” (Clark & Moss, 2011, p. 4) The Mosaic approach is a
“framework for listening” that requires an emphasis on reflexivity and adaptability (Clark &
Moss, 2001, p. 10). The MA has its roots in “pedagogical documentation” of the Reggio Emilia
preschool model and in “participatory rural appraisal” which empowers high-poverty
communities to have a say in their own governance (Clark & Moss, 2001, p. 1).
This is aligned to Freire’s model of adult literacy in which the teacher and the student are
equal partners in the learning process, which he terms “dialogical education.” The teacher and
student are partners in critical thinking. This model stands in stark contrast to the “banking
concept” of education analogous to the teacher depositing funds (knowledge) in the empty
student receptacle – the bank (pp. 72-73). Freire (2017) considered the dialogic model of
education a “cultural action for freedom” with the teacher and student sharing roles of equal
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value in the learning process (Freire, 2017, pp. 88-92). For this research, the researcher and the
child participant engaged in dialogic meaning-making and the co-creation of meaning.
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework for this study is built upon three separate yet intertwined
components, much like three strands in a cord. Each strand is strong in its own merit, but
combined with the other two, it becomes a woven tapestry that supports this theoretical
framework’s postulation that literacy events are beneficial for the reader and the listener.
The first strand, the Response of the Reader, addresses the interaction that occurs
between the text and reader during reading. The second strand describes the Educational Benefits
of Literacy Events, and the third strand focuses on the Social-Emotional Benefits of Literacy
Events. These three intertwined strands create my conceptual framework, which contends that in
a literacy event, the listener as well as the reader experience a transaction with the text, based
upon the listener’s, as well as the reader’s, own experiences and understandings. The reader
becomes a conduit (Stern, 2007) for this transaction to take place within the listener leading to
the Proximal Benefit of the Listener.
The Response of the Reader
There is a beautiful transaction that occurs between the text and the reader. This study
and conceptual framework are built upon the premise that a literacy event includes three actors,
the reader, the listener, and the text. Rosenblatt (1978) describes the interaction between the
reader and the text. Her Transactional Response theory contends that the construction of meaning
is based upon the reader’s perceptions, experiences, and world view. These components both
guide and constrain the interactions between text and reader leaving interpretive possibilities that
are multiple.
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A “reciprocal interaction” occurs with the reader taking multiple steps away from the text
in order to rethink previous understandings. The reader and the text are equal partners in this cocreation of meaning (Rosenblatt, 1982, p. 268). The individual experiences of the reader, their
perceptions, and world view brought to that encounter guide the meaning-making of those
reader/text interactions. In reading and responding to the text, the reader “moves back and forth
between the text and self” in reciprocal fashion “forming expectations that are either confirmed
or rejected” as the reader moves through the reading. To extrapolate this idea out further, as
Rosenblatt succinctly observes, the symbols that comprise “words” are “simply marks on paper
until a reader transacts with them” (Rosenblatt, 1986, p. 123).
This co-creation of meaning is dependent on the stance that the reader adopts as a part of
the reciprocal process. The reader can take an efferent or an aesthetic stance (Rosenblatt, 1978,
pp. 24-25). An efferent stance is the type of reading that is used for informational purposes or
analysis. An aesthetic stance is taken when emotions are elicited during a reading.
During aesthetic reading, the reader will draw heavily upon their own experiences,
identify deeply with the characters, and respond emotionally to the story. Aesthetic reading is
deeply personal and arouses feelings and attitudes. “The very sound and rhythm of the words
will be attended to” (Rosenblatt, 1982, p. 269).
Rosenblatt is quick to point out that a single reading is not necessarily one or the other
type of stance, but both are generally elicited during a story, although a dominant stance is
generally adopted and may be directed by the type of text being read, although not necessarily
(Rosenblatt, 1982, p. 269).
To further support the Reader Response strand, Benton’s (1979, 1992) concept of the
“secondary world” explains the suspension of belief that happens when a person is “lost in a
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story,” which Nell (1988) described as the “world-creating power of books” (p. 1). Viewed from
a psychoanalytical lens, Benton’s (1979) Structure of the Secondary World model contains a
coordinated system of three axes in psychic space that include psychic distance, physic level, and
physic process (Benton, 1979, p. 77). At any point in a reading, the three psychic processes may
intersect with one another.
The first dimension on the axes is the psychic level, which ranges from conscious to
unconscious. The second dimension is psychic distance, which indicates our engagement with
the text. Total engagement is a state similar to hallucination. And the third dimension is psychic
process which encompass our reflective response to the reading. The center intersection point is
indicated as R, which indicates where we are at any moment of listening (reading). R shifts
constantly based upon our psychic process.
Furthermore, Benton’s (1979) conceptual model contends that there are four components
that encompass the reader each time they interact with a text. These components state that
engagement is active - the reading process is more about meaning making than decoding the
symbols on the page, it is creative - the reader enters a “secondary world” of his own
imagination during a story (Tolkien, 1964). The third component states that engagement with a
text is unique - no two readings are the same, and it is cooperative - as with Rosenblatt’s (1978)
Transactional theory, both the text and the reader are required to create meaning (Benton, 1979,
pp. 73-74).
Educational Benefits of Literacy Events
The second strand of the theoretical framework refers to the educational benefits of
literacy events. Mem Fox believes that reading aloud to young children is a prerequisite for
future academic success. “Listening to an adult read aloud cultivates the essential enchanting
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engagement with books, stories, rhymes, and songs that every child has to experience before the
formal teaching of reading can begin” (Fox, 2013, p. 4). Doake (1986) agreed with Fox’
assertion when claiming that children who are born into literacy-rich homes “begin to learn to
read when they are held in their parent’s arms and read their first nursery rhyme” (p. 3).
Embedded within a great story are the building blocks of future reading proficiency,
including grammar, vocabulary, sentence structure and the desire to make predictions. (Fox,
2013, p. 4). “Descriptive phrases, onomatopoeia, alliteration, rhyme, clever wordplay, and
dialogue can also be celebrated through reading aloud” (McClure, Garthwait, & Kristo, 2015,
p. 78). Listening comprehension is developed as a result of literacy events. Children become
attuned to retaining what they hear and understanding it (McClure, Garthwait, & Kristo, 2015),
and are able to “identify dilemmas, pose solutions, revel in heroes” (Roser, 2010, p. 213).
For a child involved in a literacy event, seeing the illustrations is another important
component. Durkin (1996) found that children who were read to daily at home became the
earliest readers when they could see the text.
Studies have found other beneficial elements. Parent who read to their children are
teaching vocabulary awareness (Ninio, 1980, 1983; Snow & Goldfield, 1983). Parents use a
different language model during reading aloud than in casual home activities (Snow, ArlmanRupp, Hassing, Jobse, Joosten & Vorstar, 1976; Hoff-Ginsberg, 1991). And finally, frequent
reading aloud with children at home builds the foundation for reading readiness (Share, Jorm,
Maclean, Matthews & Waterman, 1983; Wells, 1985).
A growing body of evidence points to the need for classrooms to embrace aesthetic
reading. Rosenblatt (1982) contends that efferent reading, or reading for information, is the
predominant type of reading taught in the classroom, at the expense of reading for pleasure. The
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field of education, according to Rosenblatt, should consider this imbalance of reading stances in
light of her assertion that children are most drawn to the aesthetic stance and that a child’s
earliest language formations begin with aesthetic types of reading where there is link between
“particular affects… with images and symbols, including words and ideas” (Rosenblatt, 1982,
p. 271).
Beyond the benefits of literacy events that are tied to future reading proficiency, there is
value in providing children with a quiet moment of brain rest from academic learning that
includes literacy, such as is found in daily classroom read-aloud time. The value of brain rest as a
means of optimizing learning cannot be overstated. It should be understood that when the brain is
resting, it is not idle.
Using functional magnetic resonance imaging, Immordino-Yang, Christodoulou & Singh,
(2012), researchers at MIT, found that during periods of brain rest, the brain is actually highly
active. This default mode is crucial for consolidating memories, reflection on past memories, and
future planning. Brain breaks “play a key role in cognitive abilities, such as, divergent thinking
and reading comprehension (Youki Terada, 2018).
The research team of Augusto Buchweitz in 2009 showed the areas of the brain that
“light up” while reading words and listening to words. There was brain activation in the bilateral
middle temporal gyri, right angular gyrus, and right insula. Listening comprehension was
associated with overall activation of the whole brain as compared to reading comprehension.
This study demonstrates that although students may seem relaxed and even disinterested during a
daily period of listening to reading, their brains are processing information. In other words, they
are learning as they listen.
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In our standardized, assessment-driven education world, data affirms that children who
read for pleasure do better on assessments than those who do not. The National Assessment of
Education Progress (NAEP) Reading Report Card (2004) found that student who read daily or
near daily for pleasure scored higher than those who never or hardly ever read for pleasure
(National Assessment of Education Progress Reading Report Card, 2004).
The Social-Emotional Benefits of Literacy Events
Referring to Rosenblatt’s (1978) Transactional Response theory and the type of aesthetic
reading that occurs between reader and text, the reader looks inward instead of outward toward
the world for cues on how to interpret a text. This inward journey includes “the personal, the
qualitative, kinesthetic, sensuous inner resonances” of the text (Rosenblatt, 1982, p. 271). When
this occurs, the child may give outward signs that they are encountering a transaction with the
text by physically swaying to the cadence of the words, or through “facial expressions” and
“postural responses.” These outward indicators are not limited to the child’s cognitive
understanding abilities and does not impede the aesthetic experience. The most obvious indicator
that the child listening is experiencing enjoyment of the aesthetic experience is the exuberant
request of the child at the end of the text to, “read it again” (Rosenblatt, 1982, p. 272). Parents
and teachers should recognize and embrace this indicator that their child or student has enjoyed a
deep interaction with the text.
Reading aloud can help build a child’s resilience and create perspective. Leland,
Lewison, and Harste (2013) describe the journey young readers enter when hearing or reading a
story as one where they “enter new worlds” and where they meet characters who may be dealing
with issues similar to the child. These exchanges can draw the child into becoming self-
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motivated readers and help to develop their “readerly identity” (Leland, Lewison, & Harste,
2013, p. 25).
Wolf (2004) describes the read-aloud atmosphere as a “community where children want
to live” (p. 99). A place where they feel respected and heard. And, where they will want to visit
often. Read-alouds also help a developing child make discoveries about their own identity
through “metaphorical connections” and child play activities after the reading of the text has
ended (Wolf, 2004, p. 33).
Conceptual Framework
This study proposes that the triad of these strands, the Response of the Reader, the
Educational Benefits of Literacy Events and the Social-Emotional Benefits of Literacy Events,
combine to create a model whereby the three components are each integral to the execution of
the literacy event and combine to create a fourth element, the Proximal Benefit of the Listener.
In the first strand, the reader is interacting with the text, using their own lived experiences
and real-world connections to create meaning during the reading aloud of the text through word
emphasis, open-ended questions, and the atmosphere they create of relaxation and warmth
before, during, and after the literacy event (Rosenblatt, 1978, 1982, 1986; Benton, 1979, 1992;
Nell, 1988).
The second strand, Educational Benefits of Literacy Events, adds the dimension of
literacy growth to the literacy event experience for the child, whether it is an intended outcome,
or not. For example, there are language acquisition benefits during literacy events at home where
the child is hearing higher-level vocabulary and speech patterns, hearing words in context, and
learning concepts of print. The parent may be unaware of these educational benefits (Doake,
1986; McClure, Garthwait, & Kristo, 2015; Durkin, 1996; Hoff-Ginsberg, 1991; Wells, 1985).
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The third strand, Social-Emotional Benefits of Literacy Events, provide the reader and
the listener with an arsenal of emotional health strategies, including physical proximity and
touch, developing a love of reading, learned coping strategies and resilience from strong text
characters, the opportunity to discuss and process difficult concepts, such a death or abuse,
through the dialogue that literacy events invite, and the pleasurable effects of entering the
“Secondary World” (Benton, 1979; Leland, Lewison, and Harste, 2013; Wolf, 2004; Rosenblatt,
1982).
This study proposes that these three intertwined strands work in harmony to produce the
proximal benefit of the listener and give the listener a reprieve from their feelings of internal
stress. Every child is writing their own lived story. Engagement in a literacy event with a caring,
noncustodial adult, may provide a disruption in a negative lived narrative, however briefly. The
foundation for this conceptual framework has been laid by Rosenblatt (1982) in describing the
aesthetic transaction between the text and the reader or the listener (p. 272).

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework.
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Children as Capable Self-Reporters
The primary goal for interviewing child participants is to seek understanding about the
child’s perceived levels of their own stress. As Vanaelst, Vriendt, Huybrechts, Rinaldi, & De
Henauw (2012) pointed out accurately, determining stress is a complicated and theoretically
challenging effort due to the wide variety of definitions in research (p. 281). Folkman, Lazarus,
Gruen, & Delongis (1986) described stress as the process whereby environmental events are
perceived by an individual as larger than their personal ability to manage with the potential to
harm their well-being.
This study has determined that stress is a result of environmental crisis (or crises) that
leads to stressful feelings and perceptions. The framework of Channa, Geert, Stams, Van der
Laan, and Asscher (2011) has been adopted by this study which defines a crisis as a “disturbance
of balance between demands and resources of a family system” brought on by a failure between
social support systems and former dependent “coping mechanisms.” This failure in systems can
lead to “emotional unstableness, fear, anger, distorted interpretation and a preoccupation with
problems” (p. 992).
Furthermore, stress as it pertains specifically to issues of transience, homelessness, food
insecurities, or other issues relevant to cyclical or generational high poverty, are culminations of
family crisis dynamics and the lack of resources to adequately address those crises (Hoekert,
Lommerse, & Beundermann, 2000; Caplan, 1964). Perry (2007) highlights the result of such
environmental stressors on the psychological executive functions of the body as a disruption in
homeostasis.
While there are countless circumstances where a child might be perceived to be in crisis,
for the purposes of this study, a child in crisis will be defined as a child in either cyclical or acute
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transience or homelessness, and who resides in a homeless domestic violence shelter which
provides protective services for women and their children who have been victims of domestic
violence.
Homeless or transient children are, by nature, a highly vulnerable population.
Determining their perceptions about their own feelings and thoughts through research must be
saturated with sensitivity to their plight and acknowledgement of their agency to accurately
describe their inner selves. This is best accomplished through child-centric means.
It must be noted that interviewing parents about their child’s stressful feelings or
perceptions may achieve limited, and possibly, skewed results. While it is true that parents may
possess deep insights about their child’s struggles and stressful feelings, it may also be true that
parents have limited understanding about their child’s interpersonal self and day-to-day
challenges. Moreover, children and their parents may have differing views on what comprises a
stressful event (Vanaelst, Vriendt, Huybrechts, Rinaldi, & De Henauw (2012). It is therefore
more reliable to interview the child directly about their own feelings and thoughts, rather than
rely on the potential misrepresentation of the parent, who may be suffering from his or her own
overwhelming feelings of stress and anxiety.
Children deserve to be listened to, but we must also give credence to what they say.
Respecting children’s agency as capable reporters requires adult researchers to create mediums
of research that are child centric (Lansdown, 2005).
Child-Centric Research Methods
Measures of Stress as Self-Reported by the Child
Measuring anxiety in young children can be difficult for several viable reasons. The first
is that young children may struggle to identify and/or verbalize their inner feelings due to
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cognitive development issues that include internalization capacity that struggles to identify
differing emotions and the ability to determine intensity. Added to this difficulty is the
component of subjectivity inherent in rating emotions (Sadhasivam et al., 2010).
Self-reporting methods for fear, stress, or anxiety are challenging where children are
concerned, as these are subjective experiences. The best option for assessing these is determining
the child’s own perception of these feelings (Tiwari, Tiwari, Thakur, Agrawal, Shashikiran, &
Singla, 2015). Single item scales have been used by the medical profession to determine
emotional states for many years. In this method of determining emotional state, varying
expressions on two-dimensional faces indicate degrees of pain or fear. The child is instructed to
choose one of the graded responses as an indication of their current state. The Facial
Modification Affective Scale can aid children in both identifying and rating their own emotions
as related to feelings of stress.
It is not a perfect system. Self-reporting at a young age can be hampered by cognitive
development, the ability to discriminate between scale indicators, or the inability to rate their
own emotional state (Sadhasivam et al., 2010). The Facial Affective Scale (FAS) was developed
by McGrath, Seifert, Speechley, Booth, Stitt, & Gibson, (1996) to assess the discomfort
associated with pain. The FAS was comprised of nine faces ranging from a smiling face to a
wailing face, indicating the highest level of discomfort.
Quiles, Garcia, Chellew, Vicens, Marin, & Carrasco, (2014) modified the FAS and
reduced it to a three-face scale to improve the responses of children ages 6 -12 years old, who
found the nine-face scale to be confusing and less effective at indicating emotional state and who
had trouble distinguishing between some and high anxiety on the nine-face scale. In fact, fiveand-six-year-old children gave more extreme responses the more options they were afforded
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(Chamber & Johnson, 2002). The three-face Facial Modification Affective Scale (FMAS) was
found to be more effective with categories comprised of no anxiety, some anxiety, and high
anxiety (Quiles, et al., 2014, p. 448).
Symbolic Representation
Wimmer (2014) eloquently observed that “drawings are a second language children use
to express their inner world” and that children’s drawings give adults a glimpse into that world
(Wimmer, 2014, p. 5). For the child participant, drawing can be considered play and is good for
creating relaxed engagement between the adult and the child (Greig, 2007; Punch, 2001). For the
purposes of this study, the term symbolic representation refers to original drawings created by
each child participant, both before and after a literacy event with the researcher.
Analysis of the participants’ artwork used a constructivist lens (Cox, 2005) that allowed
the child participant to express inner feelings through the medium of paper and artistic utensils
followed by narration of the drawing in the child’s own voice. For children who struggle with
articulating thoughts and feelings, drawing can be a possible avenue for that child to express
their “deepest, innermost feelings” (Wimmer, 2014, p. 24).
Symbolic Representation Narrative
In research with children, the use of narrative has been found to be a useful way to give
children voice and empower them to express their opinions and perspectives on things that
pertain to them. Using image-making as a means to represent lived experience brings together
visual and verbal methodologies (Thompson, 2008). Clark and Moss (2005) believe that children
are “experts in their own lives,” they are “skilled communicators,” they are “rights holders,” and
they are capable of creating meaning (p. 5). As such, it is important to take what they say
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seriously and to use great care when interpreting what they say (Lansdown, 2005). Children’s
drawings can be a valuable means of accessing their views.
Listening to children’s narrative about their drawings empowers them to fully represent
their own intentions and perspectives concerning meaning and intent (Clark, 2005a, 2005b;
Dockett & Perry, 2005a; Punch, 2002; Veale, 2005; Einarsdottir, Docket, & Perry, 2009).
Inviting the child participant to explain their use of symbols or colors in as much or little detail
as they desire affords the child participant the power to accurately represent their work and to
dispel any false assumptions that may have been made by the researcher about the artwork.
Symbolic Representation Analysis
Analysis of children’s drawings, at the surface may seem simplistic, however, analysis
can be quite in-depth and requires a deep degree of training and expertise, which was beyond my
scope of expertise. In order to apply moderate analysis, Wimmer’s (2014) methods for analysis
were adopted. Wimmer (2014) divides drawing analysis into four steps. The first step consists of
observing characteristics such as line pressure and type and element placement on the page. The
second step involves comparing the drawing to those of the child’s peers for age appropriateness.
The third step is analysis of color selection. And final step is talking to the parents about their
child, which is congruent with the Mosaic approach (Wimmer, 2014, p. 5, Clark & Moss, 2011).
Summary
It was the goal of this study to access children’s perceptions about their own stress levels
and in their own voice using child-centric means of research that included interview questions in
a board game format, self-reporting on a 3-point facial scale, and symbolic representation with
accompanying narratives. Using the extant literature to build a strong child-centric research
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design allowed the researcher to deeply listen to children about their own lived experiences,
feelings, and perceptions.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
The Research Design
This study is phenomenological in nature with an emphasis on participation between the
researcher and the child participant to co-create meaning. I am interested in the perceptions of
homeless children of their own stress levels, both before and immediately after a literacy event.
In alignment with my belief that children are capable of understanding and expressing their own
feelings and needs, children’s voices were examined and analyzed through active listening,
participant freewill choice of stress levels as indicated on a Facial Modification Affective Scale
(FMAS) pictorial (Quiles et al., 2014), and the use of symbolic representation coupled with
narratives, observations, and interviews. Children were considered the primary source in
determining perceptions of their own stress levels. However, in keeping with the Mosaic
approach (Clark & Moss, 2011), the perceptions of participant mothers concerning the stress
levels of the child participant were also considered and analyzed for meaning.
Participant Selection
Children were recruited from a local domestic violence homeless shelter for mothers and
their children. With Piaget’s (1952) Stages of Cognitive Development in mind, I sought children
that were of kindergarten to upper elementary grades as research participants. Exclusionary
reasons included the fact that children who have not entered formal schooling may not have the
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fine motor skills necessary for drawing pictures, or the exposure and opportunity to interact with
artistic endeavors that symbolically represent their current emotional state.
In keeping with equity practices, all children in the shelter during the months of my
research, and who fit within my age criteria, had equal opportunity to participate. Knowing that it
may cause hurt feelings to be excluded from the opportunity to participate and might add stress
to an already vulnerable population, all children who met my criteria were encouraged to
participate, including siblings. The range of number of participants was a minimum of four and a
maximum of twenty children, in the age ranges of kindergarten through fifth grade.
Due to the realities of a world pandemic during the weeks of my research, the shelter
required stringent personal protective protocols of its staff and residents. Often, mothers were
unwilling to agree to the shelter protocols and chose to find other lodging arrangements. This
low resident rate adversely affected my number of available participants and I closed my
research window with a total of four participant pairs (mother and child). Each child participated
one time.
The shelter, Safe Harbor (not its real name), is located in a northern-plains, mid-sized
city, with a population estimated in 2018 to be near 70,000 (U.S Census, 2018). Residents of
Safe Harbor are limited to mothers and their children. Adolescent boys are allowed to stay with
their families on a case-by-case basis. The shelter is located in a large nondescript house-turnedshelter in a central part of the city, allowing residents easy access to services, even for those
without their own transportation. The domestic violence shelter is one of several operated by a
local organization and is funded through a blend of sources.
The research methodology used for this research study was the Mosaic approach (Clark
& Moss, 2001). The Mosaic approach is a multi-modal approach to gathering data about
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children’s perspectives that views the child participants as active meaning-makers. Children’s
perspectives are the central focus in a ‘mosaic’ of meaning but other perspectives are considered
as well, including parents and other caregivers. Polyverbal exchanges and visual representation
are types of data gathered during research and analyzed for meaning using an interpretivist lens
(Clark, Kjorholt, Moss, 2005).
I was drawn to this method of data collection for several reasons. First, it empowers the
child to communicate with the researcher in a manner that is comfortable to them. The Mosaic
approach utilizes an array of data-reporting devices that are familiar to children, such as
drawings, taking photographs, or child-led tours. Secondly, the authors of the Mosaic approach
encourage other researchers to adapt their Mosaic model to fit the needs of their own research,
including types of data collection and recommended ages of the participants. Finally, the Mosaic
approach is premised on the need for the researcher to deeply listen to the child. This validates
the child as feeling worthy of the adult researcher’s time and attention, thereby reducing the
power imbalance often found between adults and children.
These three components aligned with my desire to come down to ‘eye level’ with the
child, make them feel comfortable with my research methods instead of potentially adding to
their stress through unfamiliar data collection approaches, truly hear the valuable things that they
have to say to me as a researcher about their own feelings and perceptions, and afford the
opportunity to honor them as humans equal to the value of all human beings.
Research Methods Overview
It is imperative when conducting research with children to use methods that are
appropriate to the data sought and coupled with methods that are attractive, familiar, and
comfortable to children. Grieg (2007) urges researchers of children to remember that children are
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not “little adults.” Instead, they view the world from a different perspective than adults and,
therefore, research that involves them should take into consideration the techniques used to
gather data and the ethical consideration required for this vulnerable population. A researcher of
children must also be knowledgeable concerning children’s developmental growth, emotions,
cognition and learning, and how children relate to others (Greig, 2007). This is a crucial
consideration for homeless children, who are already vulnerable as children and even more so as
homeless individuals. Victims of domestic violence adds a third dimension of vulnerability.
My research methodology is an adaptation of the Mosaic approach (Clark & Moss, 2011)
for data collection and analysis whereby conversations with children, children’s drawings, and
conversations with children’s parents were used to produce a ‘mosaic’ picture of a child’s
perceived stress due to homelessness, or other factors as a result of acute or chronic transience
and how that perceived level of stress was potentially impacted by the literacy event experience
provided by the researcher. The Mosaic approach is a “way of listening that acknowledges
children and adults as co-constructors of meaning” and employs visual as well as verbal
instruments (Clark & Moss, 2001, p. 1), such as parent and child interviews, and child narratives
about their drawings. Child participants were interviewed before the literacy event with the
researcher through the means of an originally-design board game that had interview questions
embedded within the game in the form of game cards.
Research
The Sequence of Research Events (Appendix A) details the order of steps I followed to
conduct research. Relying on my gatekeeper, a female shelter director, to conduct recruitment on
my behalf, I recruited four school-aged children from first through fifth grade who were residing
at the time in the Safe Harbor domestic violence homeless shelter. All participants were male.
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Participants included Silas (all participant names are pseudonyms), age nine, who was in
the third grade, and his mother, Jacqie. The second participant was Ryder, age six, who was a
first-grade student. Ryder shared a mother with the third participant, Malachi, who was Ryder’s
older brother. Malachi was ten years old and in the fifth grade. The fourth participant was Josiah,
an eight-year-old in the second grade. Josiah’s mother was Lydia.
To align with the Mosaic approach, data-gathering occurred with both the mother and the
child. I first met with each mother in a room separate from the child participant, to sign a consent
form, state my purpose for research, and answer any questions the mother had (Appendix B). I
requested permission to audio record the conversation and was granted permission by each of the
mother participants. Once permission was obtained, I turned on the audio recorder, asked again
for permission to record the conversation, and proceeded to ask the mother a single open-ended
question, “Is there anything that you would like to share with me about your child and his stress
level?” This thoughtful question acknowledged the mother as an expert in her child’s life and
afforded her the opportunity to convey personal observations, school or other social setting
encounters, or intuitive impressions that she felt were relevant to my question. Any follow-up
questions I asked during this interview were questions of clarification to statements the mother
made.
The second point of interview data gathering, and all subsequent data gathering, involved
the child’s perceptions only, acknowledging the child as an “expert in their own life” (Clark &
Moss, 2005) and as capable self-reporters. Furthermore, it empowered child participants to use
their own voice to advocate for themselves, as Freire (2017) urged, for the often-voiceless
homeless demographic, and particularly, homeless children.
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This was accomplished by conducting a semi-structured interview with the child and
asking open-ended questions concerning their own perceptions about any stress they felt
(Appendix C). This interview was conducted through the use of a child-friendly board game that
I developed using a game board template purchased on a popular teacher resource website. These
interviews were audio recorded, with the child’s permission. I incorporated my interview
questions into game cards, beginning with simple demographic questions, such as, “What is your
name?” And “What grade are you in?”
The questions gradually moved to a more intimate nature. Questions five through ten
asked the child to access their own feelings and perceptions, both positive and negative. These
questions attempted to give the child participant the opportunity to verbalize their own feelings
and perceptions about themselves and established a baseline indicator of perceptions of stress or
lack of stress.
Game Board Interview Questions
1. What is your name?
2. How old are you?
3. What grade are you in school?
4. How many different places have you lived?
5. What is the favorite place that you have lived?
6. (Finish this statement) Before I lived here at the shelter, I felt….
7. (Finish this statement) Living here at the shelter makes me feel…
8. Something that I wish was different…
9. Something that makes me feel happy inside…
10. Something that makes me feel stressful….
36

Once all game card questions had been answered and the board game interview was
completed, I entered into the next round of stress indicator research with the Facial Modification
Affective Scale (FMAS). I supplied an explanation and discussion of what stressful feelings are
in a developmental level appropriate for the age of the child. When the child participant had no
more questions specific to understanding my definition of stressful feelings, I conducted the
FMAS assessment with the child participant to determine via symbolic representation the child
participant’s perception of their current feelings of stress (Appendix D). The child was asked to
point to the face that best represented their current feelings about stress. The first face
represented no stress, the middle face represented a little stress, and the third face represented a
lot of stress. I repeated the definitions, pointing to each face as I did so, to alleviate as much
confusion as possible.
The FMAS was followed by an invitation to the child to draw a picture that demonstrated
how they felt at that moment (Appendix E). I provided each child participant with a simple
drawstring backpack that contained new art supplies appropriate to the participant’s age and
grade level. For primary grade participants, they received a box of crayons, a box of washable
markers, a pencil, and a pencil sharpener. Upper elementary children received more sophisticated
art supplies that included a tin of colored pencils, fine line markers, crayons appropriate for older
children, pencils, and a pencil sharpener.
I provided no guidelines to the child participants other than to use the colors and picture
elements that best represented their current feelings, and to take as much time as they wished to
do so. In keeping with my philosophical stance of child agency, the backpacks came in a variety
of colors and the child was allowed to choose their color preference.
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These symbolic representations (drawings) were analyzed later using a matrix that
focused on color choice (color is tied to mood), line pressure (evidence of anger), and character
features (Appendix I). These drawings were followed by a narrative interview which consisted of
one open-ended question, “Tell me about your picture.” This afforded the participant the ability
to ascribe meaning to his use of symbols and allowed me as researcher to ask clarifying
questions. The audio recorder was left running throughout this process in order to capture any
commentary from the participant as he made choices about color and content.
The next step in research consisted of a literacy event (Heath, 1982), using an age and
developmentally appropriate children’s books purchased through an educational book club
website and selected by the child from an assortment provided for them (Appendix F). The audio
recorder continued to run during this section of data gathering in order to capture interactions
between the participant and the text.
When the literacy event had concluded, I conducted a follow-up post Facial Modification
Affective Scale (FMAS) assessment using a similar script as the first assessment (Appendix G),
asking the child to point to the face that best indicated their current feelings of stress. I made
clear to the participant that his second answer could be different than his first answer.
This was followed by the post-literacy event drawing, giving the same guidelines as the
first drawing, and using the same art supplies originally provided. The final step was to conduct a
post-drawing narrative with the same prompt as the first narrative interview, “Tell me about your
picture” (Appendix H). All phases of the research process were audio recorded, with permission
of the participants and their mothers.
I ended the research process by taking a picture of the art as a research artifact to be
analyzed at a later time, which allowed the child participant to keep their artwork as an
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indication of proprietary ownership (Appendix I). During the consent process, mothers were
asked if they wished to see their child’s artwork. Child agency includes a child’s ability to
choose whether or not they wanted their mother to see their drawings. However, with potentially
traumatic topics expressed by the child, it was important that I afforded mothers access to their
child’s representations. Two of the four mothers indicated that they wished to see their child’s
drawings.
Lastly, I gifted the book and the art supplies to the child as a token of appreciation for
participation.
Data Collection
Data collection consisted of traditional qualitative methods, including observations and
interviews, but methods were expanded to include other forms of documentation as well,
following the methodology of the Mosaic approach. These additional forms of data collection
were comprised of ways to ascertain the child’s own perceptions of their stress, both before and
after a literacy event with a non-custodial adult. These methods included the use of a Facial
Modification Affective Scale and symbolic representation through drawings accompanied by
child narratives about their artwork.
In addition, I recorded dates, thick descriptions, personal observations, interview
notations, timelines, personal reflections, and points of reflexivity, which contends that the
researcher is both influenced and influenced by social interactions in the research process
(Maxwell, 2013). This information and all reflections were recorded in a series of field journals.
These personal constructs of meaning allowed me to triangulate transcript analyses, symbolic
representation matrix results, and to identify personal implicit biases.
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To select participants, I recruited all school-aged children and their mothers who
expressed interest. I ascertained with my gatekeeper the best way to do this, observing any
shelter rules about privacy or contact with residents. I created colorful recruitment posters that
shelter staff displayed in two locations within the shelter. My gatekeeper relied on personal
experience and discretion when approaching residents about participating in order to prevent any
further potential trauma for those mothers for whom this research process may have been
inappropriate.
Shelter residents were made aware that I planned to award a small token of appreciation
to child participants. The children received art supplies, a simple drawstring backpack, and a
book of their choice for participation in the study. Due to the nature and hygiene requirements of
the COVID pandemic, an appropriate small gift was given to mothers of a small, fragrant hand
sanitizer and carry case from a popular chain store. I sought the advice of the shelter staff on the
size and appropriateness of these gifts. Aware that sheltered domestic violence families may
have had to flee a dangerous situation with little or nothing, I wanted to be ‘appropriately
generous’ without creating inappropriate pressure or influence to participate, such as a gift card
or cash incentive might have done.
Once I had an interested participant pair, I arranged for my gatekeeper to set up a day and
time for me to meet with them. These appointments occurred after school and into early evening
hours. When I met with each participating pair, I explained the research process, first with the
mother, then with her child. The mothers were made aware that participatory gifts would not be
awarded to their child until my research with their child was complete. Research was conducted
on one participant and mother at a time and completed within the same day.
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Negotiating Entry
Through my volunteer work with Project Armchair, I applied to volunteer in the Safe
Harbor domestic violence shelter in 2017. I have read to children in the shelter on multiple
occasions but removed my organization’s services from Safe Harbor in the spring of 2019 in the
hopes of conducting research there. I then requested access to Safe Harbor as a research site
from my gatekeeper, a shelter director. After conferring with her administrators, she agreed to
allow my research to be conducted at the shelter and agreed to a temporary moratorium of
volunteer reading services until my research was complete. I also withheld any donations to the
shelter to prevent undue influence concerning access to participants.
Because of the highly vulnerable nature of my research participants, it was imperative
that all informed practices were shared with my gatekeeper prior to recruitment and conducting
research (Grieg, 2007). Due to the pandemic, I sought permission from the shelter gatekeeper to
meet with staff via an online conference call instead of in person prior to opening recruitment
proceedings in order to directly explain my research question, research methods, timeline for
research, and answer any questions they had, in a COVID-safe manner.
While my email address was provided on the recruitment posters, all communications
between the shelter, participants, and myself ultimately occurred through the gatekeeper. At
times, this led to delays in decision-making and action steps. For example, my gatekeeper was
absent for several weeks during my research window after contracting the coronavirus herself.
While this delayed data-gathering, the agreed upon process was an additional safety
measure for the protection of the residents so that the gatekeeper could ensure minimal stress for
all potential participants and exercise the aforementioned caution in approaching only those
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mothers for whom she felt reasonable confidence that my research process would not create
further trauma for the mothers or their children.
Due to the nature of transient living, the shelter sometimes experiences periods of low
resident rates or families leave the shelter suddenly. For these reasons, it was my original intent
to allow for a protracted research window of several months to ensure that I recruited a
substantial pool of participants. However, the COVID-19 pandemic forced Safe Harbor to close
its doors to all but essential staff during the time I had intended to harvest data.
Once I was allowed entry, participant selection proved problematic. The strict health and
hygiene protocols of the shelter discouraged some mothers from choosing to stay. While it was
important to the timeline of this research that I had enough subjects to satisfy the criteria for
validity, the realities of a high positivity rate of COVID in my state and county during the
months of my research window left me with only four mother and child participant pairs.
Interviews
Interviews can be used as a form of stress inventory and are “considered as estimates of
stress exposure” (Vanaelst, Vriendt, Huybrechts, Rinaldi, & De Henauw, 2012). When
guidelines, rules, and interview probes are utilized, face-to-face interviews can capture stressful
life events (Vanaelst, Vriendt, Huybrechts, Rinaldi, & De Henauw, 2012, p. 283). To echo
Maxwell (2013), I am more interested in understanding how “participants make sense of what
has happened…rather than in determining precisely what happened…” (p. 81).
To that end, interviews were semi-structured, with open-ended questions designed to
elicit from child participants how they have perceived their homeless experience and what, if
any, indicators of stress the child had exhibited or expressed. My research goal was to determine
if each child participant recognized (perceived) any feelings of stress within themselves. These
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verbalized indicators of stress were corresponded to a ‘mosaic’ of other data to provide a
wholistic picture. The mother’s perspective was taken into account, along with child indications
on the FMAS, and culminated with symbolic representation and accompanying narratives.
While mothers of child participants were not formally interviewed, they were offered the
opportunity to express any relevant information as it pertained to their child’s stress levels
through the single question, “Is there anything that you would like for me to know about your
child and their stress levels?” This open-ended question specific to the mother’s perception of
her child’s level of stress is aligned with the Mosaic approach (Clark & Moss, 2011) of creating
a mosaic of the child’s meaning-making as perceived by adults in the child’s life. The perception
of the parent about their child “is not intended to replace or undervalue the children’s own
responses” but, instead, becomes a “part of the dialogue” (p. 34).
For one mother in particular, this provided a cathartic opportunity to describe her own
journey of trauma in lengthy detail. In alignment with the Mosaic framework, her story is
interwoven into her child’s story and sheds illuminating light on his interview answers.
Interview questions for child participants. Lansdown (2005) encourages researchers
working with young participants to find methods that are child-centric and which “allow for
young children’s forms of expression” (p. 29-30). In an effort to be respectful of a child’s right to
participate in their own research without using methods that are more effective with adults, I
used a game board format to ask child participants questions about their lived experience and
their perceptions about those experiences.
There is precedent for board games as a data-gathering tool. Einarsdottir (2005)
documented preschool teachers who interviewed preschool children through the questions
embedded in a colorful board game (p. 474). I used a board game template purchased from a
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popular teaching resource website and incorporated questions specific to my research question
within the game. Game board interview protocols and questions can be found in Appendix J.
Facial Modification Affective Scale
I used an administration protocol similar to the one used in the Quiles et al. (2014) study,
with adjustments made for study terminology. It was important to note that, like the Quiles et al.
(2014) study, I also explained terminology to children before administering the test. The
following script is a blend of the Quiles guidelines for administering the FMAS and stress
information geared for children from the website, Kidshealh.org, reviewed by Dr. D’Arcy
Lyness (2015).
Administration of the FMAS followed this script. “We have three faces here. I will point
to each face and tell you what it means. First, I will explain what it means to feel ‘stressed.’
Stress is what you feel when you are worried or uncomfortable about something. This worry is in
your in mind and can make your body feel bad. You may feel angry, frustrated, scared, or afraid.
These feelings can even give you a stomachache or a headache. You might not feel like sleeping
or eating, or you might sleep too much or eat too much. You might also feel cranky or have
trouble paying attention in school or remembering things at home. The first face means that you
don’t have any feeling of stress right now (point to the first face). The second face (point to the
middle face) means that you feel a little stressed right now. The third face (point to the last face)
means that you feel a lot of stress right now. Let me explain those faces again (follow same
script as before). Do you understand what each face means? (Allow response.) Do you have any
questions? (Allow response) When you are ready, point to the face that feels most like you right
now” (Quiles et al, 2013, p. 448; Lyness, 2015).
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Figure 2. Facial Modification Affective Scale.
The FMAS was administered both before and after the literacy event. I was careful to
indicate to each participant that their response to the FMAS after the literacy event could vary
from their first response. I also allowed for participants to ask any clarifying questions they had
during each administration.
Symbolic Representation (Child Drawings) as a Means of Giving Voice
Following Wimmer’s (2014) guidelines for analyzing children’s artwork, I applied a
four-step process that began with talking to the parent. Next, I observed characteristics of line
pressure, type, and element placement on the page. Then, I compared the child’s drawing to
peers of their same age for appropriateness, and finally, I noted color choice. I analyzed
participant drawings for the categories of fear or distress, and anxiety as these are most closely
tied to the feelings of stress.
I looked for fear indicators as evidenced by weak line pressure, regression to an earlier
stage of drawing, or heavy shading of human figures. For indications of anxiety, I observed for
heavy line pressure, small figures and excessive shading (Wimmer, 2014, pp. 23-25). Color
analysis consisted of observing for excessive use of black or red, which may be representative of
negative emotions (Wimmer, 2014, p.17).
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As with the FMAS, symbolic representations were administered both before and after the
literacy event. I emphasized during the second round of symbolic representation that their picture
could be different than the first picture and that whatever they chose to draw needed to represent
how they felt inside at that particular time.
Symbolic Representation Narratives
Interviews with children about their artwork consisted of asking them one open-ended
question, “Tell me about your picture.” This empowered the child to explain what they meant by
the symbols they chose to draw, the colors they used, and any personal feelings associated with
the drawing. It also allowed me to ask clarifying questions that indicated deep listening on my
part and offered the opportunity for the child participant to clearly express their thoughts and
intent.
Literacy Event
The next step in research consisted of a read aloud event, or literacy event (Heath, 1982),
using an age and developmentally appropriate children’s books selected by the child from a
three-book assortment provided for them by me. These books were popular titles purchased from
an educational book club website. As Heath (1982) noted, a literacy event is distinguished from a
simple read aloud in that the listener and the reader interact about and around the text. Questions
are asked, predictions made, and the reader and listener are both deeply engaged in the
experience.
I encouraged the child to carefully examine the cover, read the title, and make predictions
about the story. I did not rush the encounter and allowed all questions and comments to be
voiced. If the child wished to read a portion of the text, I encouraged them to, but never asked
them to do so, understanding that reading aloud for non-proficient readers can be a form of stress
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inducement. The goal of these literacy events was to create a comfortable climate of enjoyable
interactions revolving around the book and its illustrations, and not to focus on the act of
decoding or reading fluency.
To aid in this goal, I modeled prosodic reading, changed my voice to match characters,
paused for effect, and made comments about illustrations or character actions in order to enact
deep engagement between the child, myself, and the text. It truly became an ‘event.’
Chapter books for older children can be more challenging in this regard. There are
lengthier passages of text and fewer illustrations. To mitigate this, I offered the fifth-grade
student the option of continuing after the first chapter or ending the literacy event. Though his
chosen book was a graphic novel that offered many pictures in its comic book style format, the
length of the book was beyond the scope of my available research timeline. He chose to end the
reading there and I encouraged him to finish the book later on his own or with his mother.
After all readings ended, I conducted the post Facial Modification Affective Scale
assessment using a similar script as the first assessment. This was followed by the post-literacy
event drawing, giving the same guidelines as the first drawing. The final step was to conduct a
post-drawing narrative with the same prompt as the first narrative interview, “Tell me about your
picture.” All phases of this research process were audio recorded, with permission of the
participants and their parent. I ended the research process by taking a picture of the art as a
research artifact to be analyzed at a later time, which allowed the child participant to keep their
artwork.
If the mother indicated on the consent form that she had not waived her right to view the
artwork, I encouraged the child participant to show the drawing to their mother once our time
was concluded. Lastly, I gifted the book and the art supplies in a colorful drawstring backpack to
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the child as a thank-you gift for participation. I also added several extra sheets of construction
paper to each backpack so that the child would have everything needed to enjoy more art
endeavors afterward.
Methods of Data Analysis
Analysis of child observations, child interviews, child drawings, FMAS, and parent
interviews were conducted through a sequence of steps, resulting in thematic identification. After
transcribing each audio file verbatim, I conducted the first cycle of analysis (Initial Coding) as In
Vivo, or inductive coding, which applies codes to verbatim transcripts using literal phrases taken
from the language of the participants (Strauss, 1987). This type of coding is a valuable way to
respect marginalized voices in that their actual words, phrases, and cultural “isms” are captured
for analysis (Saldana, 2016).
Second cycle analysis consisted of Focused Coding, which is an intermediate step that
identifies categories, using gerunds to create one category for each code. From these statements
of significance, further transcript reduction resulted in the generation of codes. Focused Coding
follows first cycle In Vivo coding. This same series of steps was also applied to observational
data, as it related to the research question (Saldana, 2016, p. 240).
Axial coding was the third cycle of analysis and was used to rejoin the data that was
disassembled during the Initial Coding process (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). This type of coding
created categories that answered “if, when, how, and why” questions (Charmaz, 2014, p. 148).
The axial phase of analysis sought saturation, or the evidence that “no new information seems to
emerge during coding” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 136).
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From the warehouse of axial codes generated from mothers and their children, I
reassembled the data into a mosaic of themes that included mother interviews, child interviews,
FMAS responses, symbolic representation matrices, and symbolic representation narratives.
For transcription purposes, I used NCH software, Express Scribe Pro v 9.22.
Validity and Reliability
Maxwell (2013) warns against addressing potential threats to validity in a theoretical
fashion and pokes gentle fun at proposals that use a checklist of methods like “magical charms
intended to drive away evil” (p. 123). Validity checks should, instead, be applicable to the
proposed research and matched to specific potential threats. In that spirit, I used the following
methods for reducing threats to validity.
Persistent presence (Fetterman, 1998) - I have eliminated some personal bias by the
many hours I have already spent in homeless shelters throughout my city. I have informally
observed and interacted with homeless children and their parents on many occasions. I have also
spent time building relationships with homeless families in a variety of settings and have come to
a better personal understanding of the complex layers that comprise transience or homelessness.
Added to this personal experience, I had initially intended to spend much of my summer
break embedded within the shelter on multiple-day rotations (see research schedule, Appendix
A). However, the COVID-19 crisis of 2020 disrupted my ability to enter the shelter until
restrictions were lifted, both by the shelter and by the University of North Dakota.
Thick descriptions (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993) – I kept detailed field
notes while conducting interviews and other forms of research. I provided details of research
spaces, described the shelter rules including COVID protocols, and daily schedules (See
Appendix L). I gave detailed descriptions of participant features and actions, while carefully
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guarding participant privacy. Rich, thick description is crucial for research transferability but was
balanced with careful regard to the dignity of my participants.
Member checks – It is an important feature of my theoretical framework to empower the
voices of my homeless participants, both the children and their mothers. I attempted to
accomplish this by ensuring that children understood the Facial Modification Affective Scale and
what each face represented, followed by quality-check questions, such as, “This face
means_____. Is that the one you want to choose?” Also, during artwork narratives, I asked
follow-up questions, such as, “Did you mean_______?” These checks allowed the child to reflect
on their answer and make adjustments, if desired. This added ‘power’ to their voice and reduced
misinterpretation by the researcher (Maxwell, 2013).
I often found myself repeating aloud statements that participants made. Part of this
exercise was utilitarian. Because the participants were required to wear facial masks, I struggled
at times to clearly understand their statements or questions. Asking for clarification became
crucial to the process. However, in post-research journal reflections, I believe that my oft-used
strategy of repeating participant phrases held a deeper purpose. This practice scaffolded the
participant to affirm, deny, or revise their statements, and empowered the child participant to be
deeply heard and validated. Homeless children, especially those who have experienced the
trauma of domestic violence, may feel a sense of powerlessness over their own lives and
destinies. Being afforded the ability to answer for themselves becomes, then, a form of agency
and empowerment.
I also offered to let mothers read transcripts of our conversations and make any
adjustments they desired. I wanted them to feel comfortable with the final transcript. In all cases
this right was waived.
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Triangulation – The Mosaic approach is a valuable research method in that it has
triangulation built into the model. Through child and parent interviews, observations, symbolic
representation, and the extant literature, I can interpret a mosaic of understanding about what the
child feels, desires, and understands concerning their own stress and the level of affective impact
that a literacy event offers to them. This process of triangulation brings a variety of sources into a
relationship of corroboration (Creswell, 2007).
Exclusionary Criteria
I sought English-speaking children that were of kindergarten - fifth grades as research
participants. Exclusionary reasons included the fact that children who have not entered formal
schooling may not have the fine motor skills necessary for drawing pictures, or the exposure and
opportunity to interact with artistic materials or endeavors that symbolically represent their
current emotional state. Children younger than five may have difficulty identifying inner feelings
and correlating those feelings to the Facial Modification Affective Scale. Exclusionary factors
for limiting participants to no older than fifth grade was that I was interested in studying the
effects on elementary-aged children. Exclusionary factors for English-only children and mothers
was the potential lack of an interpreter's services.
Bias and Reflexivity
Understanding my potential biases is important to the research process. In order to help
identify and address potential bias, I considered why this research was important to me and kept
a journal for this purpose as I walked through the steps of this inquiry. When I had finished all
phases of data collection, transcription, and coding for themes, this journal was my partner in
helping me understand my own perceptions and any potential biases toward my child
participants, their parents, or the shelter staff. For example, I realized through journaling and data
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analysis that I entered the research process with the assumption that children living in a domestic
violence shelter would find shelter life stressful due to factors such as lack of privacy, potential
tensions between families, shelter rules, etc. This was not born out in the analysis phase and I
identified that as a personal implicit bias.
In a phenomenological research design, bracketing, or the separation of my own
experiences from those of the participant (Creswell, 2007), is a desired state from which to
approach my research. I have attempted to navigate the process of bracketing through sharing my
own experiences with homeless children in my volunteer work.
Reflexivity is an unavoidable phenomenon in the research relationship (Hammersley &
Atkinson, 2007) and results in the researcher both influencing and being influenced by the social
interactions of the research process. As Maxwell (2013) posits, it is pointless to think that a
researcher can avoid influencing an interaction like an interview, and “is not even a meaningful
goal.” Instead, it is better to ask how I might be influencing responses and how that influence
might affect the validity of the data (p. 125). These reflections were noted in my journal.
The use of open-ended questions during participant interviews helped to minimize any
pressure the participant may have felt to answer questions in a certain way. The availability of
materials familiar to and comfortable for children, such as art supplies and papers for drawing,
followed by the opportunity to explain their drawing to me, may have also minimized undue
pressure for child participants to respond in a certain way.
Ethical Considerations
Recruiting children for research in an ethical manner required careful consideration as to
how to prevent potential participants from feeling pressured by the researcher, the shelter staff,
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or the child’s parent to assent. It was equally important that the child understand their right to
withdraw from the study at any time (Munford & Saunders, 2001).
Approaching this study with the highest degree of ethical consideration was paramount
when considering the potentially fragile nature of my participants. To ensure that all participants
and their mothers were thoughtfully and systematically protected from unnecessary harm, I
sought the wisdom and guidance of the shelter staff in determining best practice. As a team, we
agreed that my gatekeeper would be the sole recruiter in the shelter setting. Although colorful
recruitment posters hung in several locations throughout the shelter inviting all to participate, she
only approached those mothers for whom she felt reasonably confident that the research process
would not cause further harm to the child or the mother.
Shelter staff and I also discussed at length what our plan of action would be if a child
appeared to react to the research process with a traumatic response. Although children were
apprised during the assent process that they could withdraw from the study at any point they
wished and they could refuse to answer any question they chose, we knew it would be possible
for a child to feel emotional discomfort without advocating for their own wellbeing.
To safeguard against this potentiality, it was determined by the shelter staff and myself
that if I perceived a traumatic response, I would cease the research process immediately and
debrief both the mother and the shelter staff, who would determine next steps.
The shelter staff also advised me on the appropriateness of gifts of appreciation for both
the mother and the child. For homeless individuals who may also be caught in cyclical poverty, it
was important to choose gifts that expressed appreciation without creating undue pressure on the
child from their mother to participate. I had originally intended to award small denomination gift
cards to mothers for their part in the research process, but my university advisors and the shelter
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staff agreed that gift cards of any denomination might create the aforementioned undue pressure.
We settled on a small gift of an attractive, purse-size fragrant hand sanitizer with a clip-on holder
from a popular chain store. The shelter staff felt it appropriate for me to gift all of the art supplies
and the books used in the research process to child participants. These supplies were packed into
colorful, but inexpensive draw string backpacks, allowing for easy transportability.
Once the study was underway, ethical considerations continued when working with
children. Gaining the trust of a vulnerable child depended on my ability to create an atmosphere
of ease and comfort through our interactions (Gollop, 2000). Based on the energy and laughter
exhibited by most participants during the board game phase, I observed that trust and a relaxed
research atmosphere were established early in the research process.
Ethical considerations became a very real dilemma as I sought a fifth participant. With
my research window closing quickly, my gatekeeper identified a recently inducted mother
willing to allow her daughter to participate. However, while explaining the consent process and
the nature of my research and methodology to the mother, she appeared to become agitated and
concerned that the board game interview questions might stir up fresh traumatic memories for
her child. It was evident to me that the mother was becoming distressed about continuing the
process and seemed unsure what to do, possibly afraid that withdrawing from the study would
induce my displeasure. While I knew that this might be my last opportunity for a participant
before my research window closed, I could not in good conscience continue. I let the mother
know that I considered her daughter’s mental health a higher priority than my research, ended the
audio recording, and encouraged the mother to think about her answer for a few days. My
gatekeeper alerted me later that the mother had declined to participate.
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This exchange was difficult for me as a researcher in that I wanted as many participants
as possible for generalizability and no other potential participants appeared to be on the horizon.
Also, I had only interviewed male children to that point and was interested in the perspective that
a female might bring. However, the mental and emotional health of this highly vulnerable
demographic must at all times be the paramount concern of the study.
Confidentiality Concerns
The ability of the researcher to build a climate of trust, by nature, included the
preservation of confidentiality needed to protect vulnerable children. Measures taken by me to
ensure this trust is earned included abiding by the privacy requirements of the Safe Harbor
domestic violence shelter.
I also limited my observations, interviews, and other dialogic encounters to in-person
visits to the shelter at agreed upon times. I respected the wishes of the shelter staff and residents
concerning my visits and data collection practices. Data was only handled by myself or my
advisors. All recorded data was transcribed by me. Digital transcriptions were kept on my
computer under password protection. Audio-recorded interview micro file disks were kept in a
locked box. Consent forms were also kept in a locked box and will be destroyed by shredding
after five years.
For the purposes of this study, children’s artwork is considered the rightful property of
the child and were returned to the children immediately after capturing artwork images with a
camera. In keeping with the theoretical framework that children possess agency, I allowed the
children to decide if they wished to keep their artwork private or share it with their mother,
unless the mother indicated otherwise. I also conveyed this intent to the children during the
recruitment phase of research.
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Limitations
Generalizability
My original hope was that I would be able to recruit between ten to twenty participants in
order to increase applicability to the general population. I intended to conduct research over a
multi-month timeframe. As stated earlier, the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted access to the
shelter, limiting my timeframe to conduct research and leaving me with only four participant
pairs. In spite of this low number, I believe I have gathered enough supporting evidence to prove
stress alleviation in my child participants following the literacy event and to spur future research
in the important arena of the effects of reading aloud and its potential for lowering stress in
children.
Another limitation that the pandemic produced was utilitarian in nature. In order to be
granted access to the shelter and to satisfy the strict safety requirements of the University of
North Dakota, my child participants, their mothers, and myself were all required to wear face
masks during data collection. This was an unavoidable action, but I believe that it hampered
verbal interaction for several reasons. The first is that the masks made speech difficult, caused
replies to be muffled, and prevented me from accessing the use of lip reading to help decipher
soft spoken words. It also hampered transcription, requiring multiple rewinding of digital
recordings in order to capture literal statements, some of which I ultimately could not decipher.
Masks also covered facial expressions, both the participants’ and my own. Facial
expressions are an important part of reading attitude and mood. While it is difficult to know if
my intended mood was misinterpreted, or vice versa, it was a source of frustration for me during
the research process.
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A final facet of COVID-19 health protocols that added to research limitations was the
inability to sit side by side with child participants in order for the child to easily see the words
and illustrations. Health protocols required participants and me to sit facing each other separated
by a large plexiglass divider. This divider worked well, except during the literacy event. In order
for the child participant to easily see the words and illustration, I placed the book on the table
between us and under the plexiglass divider. Because the child participant and I were sitting
facing each other, the book was perpendicular to me, making reading difficult. This had a direct
impact on reading fluency and prosody.
The final aspect of study limitation was the use of the FMAS as a tool for self-reporting
perceived levels of internal stress. I read a script to each child participant that carefully described
what stress feels like and how it can affect a child physiologically. I was careful to describe what
each face on the scale meant and to ask if participants had lingering questions. And yet, based on
verbal responses by two of the four participants, it appeared that their choice of face did not
always match their feelings of stress.
Reflections
As Hammersley & Atkinson (2007) pointed out, reflexivity in the research relationship is
an unavoidable reality. I was unprepared for how deeply I would be affected by the social
interaction during the research process. Going into this process I felt that I had devoted enough
time in homeless shelters that I was mentally prepared for deeper interactions with transient
families. That was naïve thinking. I have carried their pain and sorrow home with me. I have
shed tears as I packed my car to leave. Their stories have literally filled my dreams. With the
single, simple question, “Is there anything that you would like for me to know about your child’s
stress,” floodgates have opened, and stories have spilled out.
57

I had not anticipated that the mothers themselves would desire to share deeply personal
details about their own painful journey. Perhaps they found it to be therapeutic. Perhaps they felt
that answering a question about their child’s stress deserved a rich backstory. Whatever the
reasoning, these stories both haunted me and left me wanting to know more.
An excerpt from my field journal reveals how torn I was to be both a researcher and a
woman of empathy:
Oh, how it pains me to hear traumatized women pour out their shame-filled stories to me,
a stranger! Every time that it happens, I place myself on the other side of the glass
divider. What if I were the one having fled an abusive relationship, and I were trying to
process it all in a shelter filled with people with stories like mine? How would I feel to be
asked to unzip my skin and lay my shattered heart on the cheap card table that separates
us? By the same token, I am a researcher! I want to hear as much detail as they are
willing to share. Every illumination adds to the mosaic. Such an unwinnable dichotomy!
"Tell me more" at war with, "please Dear One, cover yourself up and preserve a tiny drop
of dignity."
Perhaps the most enduring conclusion from my child participants and their mothers is
that hope, and resilience, lie in the most unlikely of shattered hearts. Josiah wants to visit Lego
Land, Malachi wants his own video gaming system, and Sonia has dreams of opening her own
bakery. As she described her vision for business ownership, her head was held a little higher and
her sad eyes gleamed with pride. She was sober, she was reunited with her children, and she had
a plan to better their future. These are the ingredients of self-determination, resilience, and
success.
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I believe that my study, though low in participant numbers, bears evidence that a caring,
non-custodial adult taking a few minutes to interact with a homeless child through the facilitator
of a good book, can create a meaningful interaction with a child who needs a momentary
reprieve from challenging circumstances. These are actions that a large segment of society can
engage in on a volunteer basis. I hope this study spurs a call to action for those able and willing
to do.
Summary
In summary, I studied the affective effects of a non-custodial adult reading with children
residing in a domestic violence shelter. Data gathered included informal child observations, child
interviews, Facial Modification Affective Scale indications, symbolic representation through
child drawings, child narratives about their drawings, and informal parent interviews.
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CHAPTER IV
PRESENTATION OF RESEARCH
Introduction
My research inquiry explored the affective (emotional) value of a shared book reading, or
literacy event (Heath, 1983), between elementary school-aged homeless children and a noncustodial adult and sought to understand participants’ perceptions of their own levels of stress,
both before and after the literacy event using child centric research methods. Methods used
included interview questions embedded in a colorful board game, self-reporting of perceived
stress using a 3-point cartoon face scale, and the use of child-created artwork to express feelings
(symbolic representation). Research was conducted in a local homeless domestic violence shelter
for mothers and their children.
Based on the findings, children showed evidence of stress alleviation after the literacy
event through the emergent themes of Rich Narratives, both during and after their drawings to
indicating current feelings, and Memory Activation of both traumatic and pleasant memories.
Participants showed greater detail in their symbolic representations (drawings) after the literacy
event and verbalized more detailed story descriptors as opposed to their pre-literacy event
drawings. They also verbalized memories from their past as free thought associations based upon
the symbols they used in their drawings.
Chapter IV contains the findings of my research, including descriptions, supporting
interview quotes, Facial Modification Affective Scale indications, symbolic representation
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findings through narrative and matrix identification, emergent themes and axial codes, and
connections to my theoretical framework and the extant literature.
The central focus of this study was to determine if children who have experienced trauma
e.g., homelessness as a result of domestic violence, would find stress relief from a literacy event
with a non-custodial adult. There is substantial evidence that shared readings between children
and their parent or guardian provides affective benefits to the child (Rosenblatt, 1995; Shanahan,
2008; Stern, 2007). Do these same benefits exist when the adult reader is a stranger?
To establish a baseline of acknowledged stress in the child participants, I employed the
Mosaic approach (Clark & Moss, 2011), which is a multi-model approach to data-gathering that
is child-centric and considers multiple perspectives.
Safe Harbor (not its real name) domestic violence shelter is located in a northern-plains,
mid-sized city. Residents of Safe Harbor are limited to mothers and their children. The shelter is
located in a large nondescript house-turned-shelter near the downtown section of the city, which
affords easy access to necessary services. The shelter houses two separate living areas with
comfortable seating, a large playroom for resident children, individual sleeping spaces, offices,
laundry facilities, and a central kitchen and dining area. The shelter is not marked by signage for
the protection of resident families. Added to the safety features of Safe Harbor is a strict buzz-in
entry policy monitored by staff.
My research occurred in two separate facilities, both run by the same community
organization, and based on participant accessibility. Safe Harbor shelter is for new residents. Its
sister shelter is a transitional shelter for long-term residents who are in the process of moving out
of the shelter environment. The first and fourth participant pairs were interviewed in the main
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shelter, Safe Harbor. The second and third participants, who are biological brothers, were
interviewed in the transition shelter.
For the interviews that occurred at Safe Harbor, my gatekeeper arranged for me to
conduct research in a small area near the entrance of the shelter. This space is generally used for
a variety of purposes, including emergency sleeping space. Shelter staff provided a folding table
and two chairs for my convenience.
Advantages to occupying this space for data-gathering included visual separation from
the other residents, physical separation from other residents during the COVID pandemic, and
easy transportability of my research supplies in and out of the shelter. Disadvantages included
occasional noisy disruption by incoming volunteers or residents, though the shelter staff was
gracious about minimizing these disruptions. Another source of noise was the adjacent television
room, separated from the research space by a thin curtain.
Although I interviewed four child participants, two of the males were brothers who share
a mother. All mothers were compliant and willing for their child to participate. One mother
seemed mildly panicked as I went through the COVID health screening questions and questioned
her child’s asthma severity, possibly excluding him from the study. She was anxious to assure
me that he was well enough to participate. All mothers appeared to be in their thirties.
The child participants were all male and ages ranged from six to ten years of age. All
seemed eager to participate, though the third participant, who was also the oldest of the four
participants, seemed initially hesitant, and had shorter verbal responses than the others.
The first participant, Silas, (all participant names are pseudonyms), was a third grade,
Native American male with a pleasant demeanor. His height and build were average for his age,
and his long, brown hair fell into his eyes throughout the interview. Early in the interview
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process, it became apparent that his reading and writing skills were below grade level. He
struggled to sign and date his assent form, even with assistance. And, when the interview
progressed to the board game, he required help to read the game cards.
The second participant, Ryder, was six years old and in the first grade. Ryder wore
glasses and walked into the research area grinning and eager to participate. He appeared
immediately relaxed in my presence and possessed an infectious laugh that seemed to bubble
from the core of his being. He was of medium build for his age, with very straight, short hair cut
in one long layer and parted down the middle. His camouflage facial mask frequently slid down
his face and rested just under his nose, in spite of his repeated efforts to keep it in place.
Malachi was the third participant and brother to Ryder. Malachi was in the fifth grade
and, of the four participants, appeared to be the most reserved. Reasons for this may have more
to do with his chronological and developmental age or due to cultural factors, rather than
resistance to the research process. His post-symbolic representation peeled back some of that
reserve briefly allowing me to gain a glimpse into his inner feelings. Like his brother, Malachi
had straight brown hair, parted in the middle.
The final participant, Josiah, was an eight-year-old in the second grade, and a proficient
reader, though his mother warned me that his reading skills were poor and that he would resist
reading aloud, if asked to do so. Josiah had long brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. By far the
most talkative of the four participants, Josiah displayed the most amount of trauma during his
pre-literacy event symbolic representation. Though our interview stretched well into the dinner
hour at the shelter, he willingly chose to extend the interview process and seemed disappointed
when I signaled that our time had concluded.
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Emergent Themes, Categories, and Sub-Categories
Blending multi-modal forms of data into a ‘mosaic’ of storytelling that incorporates the
perspectives of both the parent and the child about the child’s stress level and using primary
sources of data that included mother interviews, child interviews through the medium of board
game play, symbolic representation, and symbolic representation narratives, produced broad
axial codes that were clarified into categories and sub-categories. Those categories were further
divided into pre and post literacy event categories to reflect the data gathered before and after the
central focus, the literacy event (Heath, 1982). Axial codes and their sub-categories were woven
back together to create coherent themes that produced a broad snapshot of participant
perceptions about themselves and their feelings, told a story of actual events, and how
participants created meaning from those events.
Analysis began with transcribing each audio file verbatim and conducting the first cycle
of analysis (Initial Coding) as In Vivo, which applies codes to verbatim transcripts using literal
phrases taken from the language of the participants (Strauss, 1987). Second cycle analysis
applied Focused Coding (Saldana, 2016) to the process that identified categories, using gerunds
to create one category for each code. Axial Coding (Saldana, 2016) was the third cycle of
analysis and rejoined the data into themes with categories and, in some cases, sub-categories. For
example, the theme of Stress was so large and pervasive across participants that it warranted
three distinct categories and eight sub-categories.
The axial phase of analysis sought saturation, or the evidence that “no new information
seems to emerge during coding” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 136). The resultant themes and
categories tell the story of my research participants and their experiences as victims of domestic
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violence, along with their fears and insecurities, but also the things that bring them comfort and
happiness. Above all, it tells the story of children that are remarkably resilient.
I began each unit (mother/child pairs) of mosaic data-gathering by first interviewing the
mother after completing the consent process. It was important to make sure that the mothers felt
comfortable with my methodology and that they had an opportunity to have all of their questions
answered in a comprehensive fashion.
Following the consent process, I asked permission to audio record our conversation. All
mothers agreed. I then asked a single, open-ended question, “Is there anything that you would
like for me to know about your child’s stress level?” This seemingly simple and straightforward
question was carefully crafted to accomplish a couple of important tasks. First, it empowered the
mother to either share personal information or decline to do so. Experiencing power and control
is important in a life marked by a lack of power and control. Second, it implicitly acknowledged
the mother as the expert in her own child’s life. This was important validation in that it can be
deduced that mothers living in a domestic violence shelter may feel guilt, shame, and regret for
decisions made about her own life and the effect of those decisions on the life of her child(ren).
With this simple conveyance of meaning, I hoped to transfer validation to the mother that I made
no judgements about her current situation, that I did make assumptions about how well she knew
her child, and that I considered her an expert in her own child’s life.
Pre-Literacy Event: “Monster Popolypse”
The period of research before the literacy event produced the heaviest amount of data. It
was during this time that the informal interviews occurred with both the mother and the
participating child. Three central axial codes, or themes, emerged from the pre-literacy event
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data analysis including, Stress as a Common Denominator, Expression Through Representation
Symbols, and Feelings About Shelter Life, as indicated in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Pre-Literacy Event Themes, Categories & Sub-Categories.
Stress as a Common Denominator was further refined into three categories; Sources of
Stress, Indicators of Stress, and Parenting Skills Associated with Stress- Related Behaviors.
Under Sources of Stress, three sub-categories emerged: Trauma, Other Children, and the
COVID-19 Pandemic. Three distinct sub-categories developed under the category, Indicators of
Stress that included, Limited Narratives, Regression to an Earlier Stage of Drawing, Small
Figures, Color Choice, and Fear & Violence. And under the category, Parenting Skills
Associated with Stress-Related Behaviors, two sub-categories became evident: Coping
Strategies, and Addressing Trauma-Related Behaviors (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Stress as a Common Denominator Categories & Sub-Categories.
Expression Through Representation Symbols yielded two categories as well: Symbols of
Non-Verbalized Feelings, and Symbols of Power & Control. Finally, the category, Feelings
About Shelter Life, produced two categories, A Safe, Happy Place, and Resistance to Rules
(Figure 5).

Figure 5. Expression Through Representation, Feelings About Shelter Life Categories &
Sub-Categories.
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Stress as a Common Denominator
For pre-literacy event data, three dominant themes emerged after three cycles of coding
that included Inductive (In Vivo), Focused coding, and Axial coding. The first theme identified
was Stress, with why and how sub-categories of Trauma-Induced Stress, Other Children, and the
Pandemic. It was not surprising that this theme should emerge as my open-ended interview of
each mother was specific to her child’s stress levels. While I made no requests of mother
participants to share details with me about the causes that may have brought them to live in a
domestic violence shelter, one mother alluded to previous trauma.
Lydia:

… the whole reason that brought us here… I do believe that
he’s stressed, and he acts out.”

Figure 6. Axial Coding Concept Map.
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Sources of stress: Trauma. It became apparent early in the data-gathering process that
my young participants and their mothers had all experienced various degrees of trauma. By
nature of fleeing to a domestic violence shelter, it is likely that these children have witnessed
some degree of conflict between their mother and a partner, whether biological parent or other.
Ryder was the only participant that openly expressed trauma due to domestic violence.
When answering the board game question card, something I wish was different, he responded
with, “that my… dad [would be nice].”
While domestic violence was a common thread that wove through each of their stories,
generally implicit in nature, there were other traumas evidenced or verbalized as well. The
Mosaic methodology proved valuable in unearthing these details in that the children rarely
explicitly verbalized them. What I learned was largely produced through mother interviews and
symbolic representations and their accompanying narratives.
Sonia’s story is pivotal in understanding the category, Sources of Stress: Trauma. I
interviewed Sonia, mother to both Ryder and Malachi, on two separate occasions in order to
keep the data for each brother distinct from the other. Sonia shared a few details of previous
trauma when interviewed the first time. While information was generally vague during this initial
interview, what she shared referenced deep trauma for both she and her sons. Follow up
questions asked by me during this lengthy interview were for the sole purpose of clarifying
statements she initially made.
When I interviewed her before conducting research on her second son, Malachi, she
opened up much more during a protracted and detailed interview that provided a heartrending
description of the circumstances surrounding these events and the traumas that impacted all of
them.
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A pivotal moment for this family occurred during a dark moment at a different shelter
when she knew that she could no longer care for her children until she made some drastic
changes in her life. In that moment of desperation, she reached out to her social worker and
pleaded for help. “I need you. I can’t… I can’t… this is too much right now. I want them to be
safe and stable.” In the following hours she surrendered her sons to foster care in an act of love
so that she could work on herself, with the ultimate goal of bringing her sons home to a healthy
and stable environment.
Sources of stress: Other children. Every child participant indicated frustrations with
other children. For the most part, the other children referred to by participants were siblings,
some younger and some older. The frustrations largely stemmed from feelings of powerlessness
to change annoying behaviors. For example, younger siblings disrespecting private property,
such as favorite toys.
Six-year-old Ryder and his older brother, Malachi, fought often, as reported by their
mother. Ryder confirmed this when answering the board game question, something I wish was
different. Ryder’s response was, “That my brother would be nice.”
Silas self-reported stress due to his younger brothers. A causal factor of stress in
homeless shelters is often the lack of privacy and the inability to find personal space. During the
board game interview, he was asked to self-report on things that made him feel stressful:
PI:
Silas:

(reading card aloud for participant) Something that makes
me feel stressful inside.
Like, Sammy and my baby brother…, Mikey likes to get on
my bed and eat my Legos. I take them away. That’s it.

Malachi had frustrations with his younger brother as well and responded with, “He won’t
listen to me.”
70

One of the more curious expressions of frustration with other children was Josiah. When
reading the board game question card, something that makes me feel stressful inside, his first
response was, “This is actually a hard one.” When he didn’t verbalize a response, we moved on
to the next question card. After he responded to that question I circled back to the previous card:
PI:
Josiah:

Can you think of anything that makes you feel stressful
inside?
Victor sucking his fingers… disgusting! That’s somebody
else’s brother.

I got the impression that this answer was less uncomfortable than opening up about any
trauma he had experienced. He may have felt obligated to provide an answer and reached for
something more benign than what I would later see in his symbolic representation.
Source of stress: The COVID-19 pandemic. A third sub-category of Sources of Stress
reflected the effect the global COVID-19 pandemic has had on my participants and the
frustration over being required to wear facial masks. All four participants mentioned this
frustration. As part of the shelter-mandated health protocols due to the pandemic, all residents
and children were required to wear a mask at all times in communal spaces (Appendix M). This
appeared to be perceived as a hardship for the young residents. Silas referenced his frustration
with the shelter mandate to wear masks. Ryder expressed this through his pre-literacy event
symbolic representation. In his self-portrait, he covered his lower face with a crude blue oval.
PI:
Ryder:
PI:
Ryder:

How do you feel about wearing a mask?
Mm… I wish… I feel… uh, like this wish the
coronavirus was… was… a little bit feel like…[sic]
You wish it would what?
It would go away.

Malachi referred to the stress that mask-wearing brings to his school experience.
Malachi:
PI:

Something that makes me feel stressful… a lot of things.
Can you tell me one or two?
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Malachi:
PI:
Malachi:
PI:
Malachi:

He doesn’t, uh, he doesn’t listen to me.
Your brother doesn’t listen to you?
And I forget… I forget my mask, and the bus driver like
gets mad at me.
And, who gets mad at you?
The bus driver.

Josiah referred several times to the physical discomfort of wearing a face mask at
separate points in the interview by referring to his mask as “itchy,” and his chin as “itching,” and
physical pain from the elastic.
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:

I [will] probably take my mask off.
Taking a little mask break? Yeah, I don’t blame you.
Yeah, when I touch my ears, it actually hurts.
Is the elastic too tight? Does it feel too tight?
No.
No. Ok.
It probably just hurts where I have my mask on.

Indicators of Stress
I found the triangulation of the Mosaic approach to be incredibly beneficial in creating a
composite picture of child participants’ perceptions about their own perceived stress and the
degree of those stress levels. While all mothers indicated that they believed their child carried
some degree of stress, the child participants struggled to verbalize their own perceived stress.
This can be attributed to a variety of factors, including cultural norms, possible embarrassment or
shame concerning past traumas, a previous lack of questions directed toward them by adults
about their own feelings and perceptions, developmental issues, or a lack of relationship and trust
between myself and the participants.
I did, however, find indications of stress woven throughout my various forms of
methodology, including mother interviews, Facial Modification Affective Scale, symbolic
representations, symbolic representation narratives, and observations. For example, Malachi, a
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quiet and somber ten-year-old, walked into the research area, sat down, and initially refused to
provide his name when asked to do so. He then physically turned his body and face away from
me. I also observed that he rarely looked me in the eye and his gaze was downcast throughout
the interview process. He laughed only twice during our time together, once during the board
game and again during the literacy event. He spoke quietly and did not elaborate on his answers.
There can be several explanations for this behavior, including developmental and chronological
age issues, cultural norms, or lack of trust in the research relationship.
It must be noted here that the FMAS was not always a reliable method of data
triangulation in that participant choice did not always match mother-supplied information, the
matrix used for symbolic representation analysis, or even the verbal indications of the
participants. Chapter V provides an expanded discussion of this topic.
The symbolic representations, however, yielded interesting data based upon preestablished matrix indicators of fear and anxiety. Fear was indicated by four categories that
included weak line pressure, regression to an earlier stage of drawing, heavy shading of human
figures, and excessive use of the colors black or red. Anxiety was indicated in the matrix by
heavy line pressure, small figures, heavy shading, and excessive use of the colors black or red.
The same matrix was applied for analysis of each participant’s pre-literacy event and postliteracy event symbolic representation drawings.
Limited narratives. Of particular interest to me was an unexpected disparity in symbolic
representation narratives between the pre - and post-literacy event symbolic representations. A
phenomenon emerged from the data that the post-literacy event symbolic representations and
accompanying narratives produced a more complex story line, greater artistic detail, and more
use of symbols to convey meaning.
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There may be several explanations for this phenomenon. First, it is possible that the
participants felt more relaxed in my presence the further into the research process we went. It is
also possible that having already produced one sample of artwork for me emboldened them to
“layer” details onto the first symbolic representation. Finally, these rich narratives and symbols
may be evidence of a true lowering of stress and anxiety in the participant. While I had not
anticipated this phenomenon, it is an interesting source of data that may prove to be valuable to
future research.
The exception to this phenomenon was Josiah. Josiah’s pre-literacy event drawing was a
protracted experience that grew darker, more violent and macabre as time went on. However, his
post-literacy symbolic representation, though rich with detail, was from the lens of a much more
age and developmentally appropriate narrative. While his first drawing was saturated with
themes of monsters, violence, and even cannibalism, his post-literacy event drawing was void of
all of the previous elements of horror, even though his picture contained carnivorous dinosaurs.
This stark difference between pre and post drawings may be attributed to stress relief during and
after the literacy event.
The following sub-categories of Regression to an Earlier Stage of Drawing, Violence,
Small Figures, and Color Choice all indicate findings from the pre-literacy event symbolic
representation matrix (Appendix I).
Regression to an earlier stage of drawing, small figures, & color choice. According to
Wimmer (2104), regression to an earlier stage of drawing may be an indicator that a child is
experiencing fear or distress. Wimmer (2019) is quick to point out that each child is unique and
develops at his or her own pace. There may be a variety of acknowledged reasons for a child to
exhibit developmentally low drawing skills and I readily acknowledge that this may be true for
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my participants. Reasons for lack of drawing proficiency may include lack of access to art
supplies due to low-SES factors, poor nutrition that may affect fine motor skills, and other
reasons. Wimmer’s (2019) Developmental Stages in Children’s Drawings include:
Stage 1 – Spontaneous scribbling (1 ½ to 2 ½ years of age).
Stage 2 – Structured scribbling (2 ½ to 3 ½ years of age).
Stage 3 – Pre-schematic stage – recognizable figures (3 ½ - 5 years of
age).
Stage 4 – Schematic stage – more realism and knowledge of world schema
(5 – 8 years of age).
Stage 5 – Pre-realistic stage (8 – 11 years of age).
Stage 6 – Realistic stage (11 – 14 years of age).
To determine discrepancies in developmental stages of drawing, I conducted matrix
analyses for both the pre- and post-literacy event symbolic representations. The board game
interview provided me with demographic information such as chronological age and grade,
which I used to compare to Wimmer’s (2019) developmental stages of drawing.
Silas, my first participant, had a chronological age of nine but represented the human
form as a stick figure. His lines were neat but simplistic and his pre-literacy event drawing
possessed relatively few details. Based on chronological age, he should have added more
realistic touches to his human figure e.g., facial features, clothing, etc. Based on the matrix, I
assigned his drawing stage as a 4 (schematic stage). No evidence of anxiety was noted.
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Figure 7. Silas Pre-Literacy Event Symbolic Representation.
Ryder, a six-year-old, drew a self-portrait. His hastily drawn head reflected his eyeglasses
and the ever-present facial mask. The facial features, however, are not proportional to one
another. The mouth is excessively large. The nose and ears are small in comparison. The jaw line
is much larger than the top of his skull. However, I was impressed to see his use of brown
marker to reflect his skin tone and commented on it.
PI:
Ryder:

I like that you matched the skin to your own skin. Good for
you.
That’s because I have brown skin.

Due to Ryder’s use of scribbling to fill in color, the disproportionality of the figure, and
the heavy shading, I indicated on his matrix a developmental Stage of 3 (3 ½ to 5 years) and
some indication of fear or distress.
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Figure 8. Ryder Pre-Literacy Event Symbolic Representation.
Malachi exhibited a stark contrast between chronological age and developmental stage of
drawing. His chronological age of ten did not match his simple drawings, either on his pre- or
post-literacy symbolic representation. His single red heart in the center of the page was intended
to express his inner feelings of happiness and love, though it was notable that he could only think
of two people that he loves.
PI:
Malachi:
PI:
Malachi:
PI:
Malachi:
PI:
Malachi:
PI:
Malachi:
PI:
Malachi:
PI:
Malachi:
PI:
Malachi:

Why did you choose to draw this?
Because… I … because I just feel this way.
… can you describe for me what it is? It’s a red heart?
Mmhmm.
What does the heart mean to you?
It means I feel HAPPY!
Lots of times when people draw hearts it means they feel
love inside. Do you feel love inside?
Mmhmm.
Who do you love?
(softly) My mom.
Your mom.
(softly) brother.
And your brother. Anyone else you love?
I don’t know.
Those are the two people you can think of?
(in a whisper) yes.
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Even though the excessive use of red is considered an indicator of potential fear or
anxiety in my analysis matrix, it seemed an appropriate color choice for two reasons. The first is
that red is often associated with a symbolic heart. The second is that he had previously indicated
red as a favorite color. For these reasons, I excluded his heavy use of red as indications of fear or
anxiety.
I assigned a developmental Stage 4 to his drawing (schematic, ages 5 – 8 years), which
was well below his chronological age. In the matrix, this indicates fear or distress. His heart
symbol was disproportional to the size of the page leaving significant amounts of white space
around the periphery of the paper. Small Figures, a column on the matrix, indicating possible
anxiety.

Figure 9. Malachi Pre-Literacy Event Symbolic Representation.
Josiah exhibited a slight differential between chronological age and drawing
developmental stage. Though he possessed a chronological age of eight, his developmental
drawing stage was closer to Stage 4 – Schematic (5 to 8 years). His figures were rounded, but
possessed distinct limbs, which were largely proportional to the bodies. He exhibited weak line
pressure, even though he used new broad-tipped markers, indicating fear or distress. His figures
were small and did not appear to be correlated to one another but were fairly proportional in size
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to one another. His page contained ten separate characters and yet left large amounts of white
space on the page.
Josiah applied the color red to the characters he verbally labeled as “monsters.” He
covered these monster characters mouths with red marker to symbolize blood.

Figure 10. Josiah Pre-Literacy Event Symbolic Representation.
Fear and violence. Josiah’s pre-literacy event symbolic representation deserves special
note here. The first symbol on his page was an emoji happy face, demonstrating how happy he
was. He indicated that he was finished, and I asked him to tell me about his picture. He then
chose to add more characters to his drawing and included benign animals with smiling faces. The
Bear family lived in one cave and the Lion live in a separate cave. As time, and his running
commentary went on, his characters and narrative become increasingly darker and more violent.
His next symbols were a camera for the lion’s cave to capture “intruder” actions. Then he
added a sun, a blue and yellow tree, and a multiple story structure, which he called an apartment.
He described it with some detail, and I asked if it was a place that he had lived, and he indicated
that he had made it up.
His next symbol was of a “scary monster house” that was similar to a cartoon that he had
previously viewed.
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Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:

And the eyes was [sic] windows and the mouth was like,
not a door… later on it… it turned it into a like, big monster… the
monster popolypse.
A monster apocalypse?
Yeah.

His monster theme continued with a zombie who had bloody “bone arms” and
commented that the sun was setting and that he was putting it “with the moon.”
PI:
Josiah:

Do you want to add anything else?
I want to add monsters!

I gently reminded Josiah that my request was that he draw a picture that helped me
understand how he felt inside at that moment.
PI:
Josiah:

Now, remember. This picture is… helping me
understand how you feel inside, right? Right? You
remember that?
Yeah.

Josiah spent considerable time discussing the next character he added to his drawing,
Pennywise the Dancing Clown, based on the Stephen King movie, It, describing him in
considerable detail.
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:

Pennywise is a scary dude that does impossible
[unintelligible].
Oh, my goodness.
This… this heart… if you, like, stab him in the
[unintelligible] heart (makes an explosive sound with his
mouth).
Ooh!
Then after that he’s dead.

And, later in the conversation:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:

… because Pennywise, he goes in sewers and then he pops
out, like a [unintelligible] and he says, “Hi, Georgie. You want a
balloon?”
Yowzah.
… and then… and then he grabs the balloon and then…
and then Pennywise bites him on the arm.
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PI:
Josiah:

Oh, my goodness.
He eats him.

Josiah went on to describe the Pennywise character as having “red bone arms,” weird
shoes, and inhuman (sharp) teeth. He advised me against watching the movie, concerned for my
wellbeing. “I think you’re going [to] be freaked out.”
He next added a monster turkey, represented symbolically as a cooked turkey with the
legs up, also smeared with red blood. At this point in the dialogue, it appeared that he was now
reveling in the horror theme but sought my feedback about propriety.
Josiah:

Have any red? Is this bad? Is this bad?

For clarity’s sake, I asked about his heavy use of the color red.
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:

So, what is the red?
Blood!
… why is there blood on their mouths?
Because they are monsters.
And, the house, too?
Yes.
So, the house has been eating people?
Yeah.

His next round of characters became a sort of gladiator, “winner takes all” theme. He
added zombies but qualified their ability to win at battle by their size. The larger the monster, the
more likelihood they would win against their smaller opponent. He assigned weights to each
battling monster and pointed out features, such as “bloody muscles,” and a claw-like weapon. I
wondered in my field notes if this indicated predation by someone larger than himself or possibly
toward his mother. The larger the tormenter, the more likely they would “win” a battle.
Josiah finished his monster symbolic representation with a skeleton who also possessed a
bloody mouth.
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Josiah:

Gonna’ be skeletons. Skeletons. This is hard. Skeletons.
Skeletons! Big body… (chanting voice) Bloody hoody. Bloody
hoody. Now, you can take a picture of my bloody picture.

As Josiah said the words, “bloody hoody, bloody hoody,” he did so in a chant-like voice.
He was intentional in expressing to me that he took pride in his “bloody picture.” My perception
of this dialogic exchange, coupled with the symbols and color choice of this pre-literacy drawing
was of an eight-year-old child that has witnessed violence in his young life, whether a
Hollywood version, or in real-life. It is reasonable to believe that due to his living in the same
domestic violence shelter on two separate occasions, that he has witnessed trauma in the home.
His themes of predation and consumption of children by cannibalistic monsters, including the
“monster house” left me wondering what he has witnessed, or, at the least, what comprises his
inner fears.
Facial Modification Affective Scale
The Facial Modification Scale (FMAS), developed by Quiles, Garcia, Chellew, Vicens,
Marin, & Carrasco, (2014), is a modification of the Facial Affective Scale (FAS), developed by
McGrath, Seifert, Speechley, Booth, Stitt, & Gibson, (1996). I chose the adapted version of the
scale based on the limitation of the FAS for young children. The scale was easily and quickly
administered, both before and after the literacy event.
Silas and Josiah both indicated that they felt some stress during the pre-literacy event
FMAS self-assessment. Silas chose Face #2 during the pre-literacy event FMAS, but Josiah
chose Face #1, even though he verbally indicated, “I’m feeling stressed right now.” Ryder chose
the first face (no stress) during the pre-literacy event FMAS assessment but commented that he
felt “a little tired.” During the pre-assessment script, it was explicitly stated that sleeping too
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much could be a sign of stress. His response three times that he felt tired appeared to be a signal
that he might be acknowledging stress without indicating so on the FMAS.
Ryder:
PI:
Ryder:
PI:
Ryder:

I feel kind… kind… kind… of tired.
Do you feel stress or just tired?
Just tired.
Ok, so you want the first face.
Just a little bit tired.

Malachi acknowledged that he sometimes felt stress, even though he chose the first face
for both his pre- and post-literacy FMAS assessment.
PI:
Malachi:

Do you think you’ve ever felt stress?
Sometimes.

Josiah struggled with his choice for his pre-literacy event FMAS self-assessment.
PI:
Josiah:
PI:

Can you point to the one that shows how you feel inside
right now? Which one do you think?
It’s between these two (points to both Face #1 & Face #2).
Ok, can you pick one of them? (Participant points to Face
#1). So, you don’t feel any stress right now? Is that correct?
(Participant nods in the affirmative).

Figure 11. Facial Modification Affective Scale.
Parenting Skills Associated with Stress-Related Issues
For mother interviews, only one open-ended question was asked, “Is there anything that
you would like for me to know about your child’s stress levels?” Any follow-up questions were
directly tied to comments the mother had already made. Without prompting, a theme emerged
during the mother interviews of parenting prowess. It appeared important for the mothers of my
83

participants to express how skilled they were at caring for their children. These declarations
came out in various ways and phrasings, but all pointed to the desire to be viewed as capable,
caring, and knowledgeable mothers. Two sub-categories emerged during analysis; coping
strategies that mothers utilized to help their child deal with trauma, fears, or anxieties, and ways
in which mothers directly addressed those behaviors or emotional traumas.
Coping strategies. Sonia, mother to both Ryder and Malachi, felt it was best if she didn’t
try to force the verbal expression of inner feelings from her sons, even though she shared
extensive details about recent traumas they had all experienced. Sonia had adopted the stance
that they would talk about their feelings when they were ready.
Sonia:

… they sometimes get frustrated, and they don’t know how
to handle their emotions and feelings and, like, I’ll just
give them a hug or it just [sic] kind of like, ok, just sit
quietly with them until they, you know, the emotion passes,
or whatever. Whatever it may be that’s going on. Our
separating them, or… whatever.

Understanding that her sons needed more help than she could provide, Sonia was quick to
state that both of her sons were receiving professional counseling services. She understood that
the help they received from a counselor would help her help them in a more comprehensive
fashion.
Sonia:

… I put them back into counseling so they can, you know,
use the skills that they learned to… explore their emotions. But we
still have yet to… really verbalize… what it is. We’ve just been
kind of, um exploring [sic] it been kind of distracting at this point.
Cuz, I feel like whenever they’re ready to tell me what they’re
feeling, they’ll tell me… we’ve been really good, big on
communication.

Sonia also made it clear that coping with her own trauma has had a direct and highly
impactful effect on she and her sons. She knew that getting help for herself must be a priority. It
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was at her breaking point that she reached out to her social worker and asked for help with her
sons. She devoted the next year, while her boys were in foster care, caring for her own needs so
that she could become the mother she knew her boys deserved.
Sonia:

So, all throughout this whole year I worked on myself
healing physically and then I went to treatment. I
completed that. I completed aftercare. I even went and got
my catering diploma… all this year I didn’t have them, I
was working on myself.

Lydia, mother of Josiah, was careful to point out that she knows her child well, to the
point that she can easily see through his manipulative behaviors. She verbalized that twice in the
recent past, Josiah had claimed to be too ill to attend virtual school. She firmly believed this was
a ploy on his part to avoid logging in to his assignments.
Lydia:

So, uh… two days ago, he… I feel like he was sick, and I
know my child so, I told him, “you’re not sick. But if you
insist that you’re sick, we’ll let you [skip school]. And,
then I went to work. And, when I came back, he was full of
himself… normal as normal.

Lydia stressed that he had always liked school up until recently and had never tried
faking illness to get out of attending school. She struggled to identify the root cause of his recent
behavior, unsure whether it was caused by moving to the shelter or the virtual learning
environment, which she claimed was not working well for him.
Lydia:

He loved school. He loved his teacher. He came home
telling me about his teacher. About his friends. What he
learned that day… so, physical school… I never had an
issue with him. He would go to school just fine, never
played sick. Online classes when he started this [sic]. But he also
started that now that we’re here, so I don’t know if being here…
plays a role in it. Because he… never played sick before he’s done
online classes. But since we been here, it’s been twice.
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Addressing trauma-induced behaviors. Previous research has revealed that chronic
stress literally rewires brain architecture so that children who experience toxic levels of stress
remain in an emotive state of hyperarousal, which can have catastrophic consequences on
multiple physiological systems (Jensen, 2009; Harvard Center for the Developing Child, 2020).
Educators often must manage the effects of this hyperarousal in the classroom environment.
Those teachers that are poorly equipped to do so grapple with how to address the needs of
students who are either disruptive or withdrawn. Though seemingly opposite sets of symptoms,
they both arise from the same place of hyperarousal in the brain.
Mothers of children who have experienced the trauma of homelessness, transience,
domestic violence, and other potential traumas must also deal with hyperarousal behaviors in
their children. Often, these mothers are trying to process their own emotional upheaval due to
violence and sudden displacement, while attempting to meet the physical, emotional, and mental
needs of their children. In the most stable of homes, addressing behaviors can be challenging.
But for mothers caught in the crossfire of chaos and uncertainty, skillful parenting can be even
more challenging.
Sonia recognized that Ryder’s emotional outbursts were a substitute for verbally
expressing his frustrations. She stated, “I always remind him to use his words. He’s more of a
crier.” She also attributed frequent quarrelling between her sons as a sign of inner turmoil.
Sonia:

… whenever he didn’t think I was looking he was being
sneaky and fighting his brother. And, then his brother,
Malachi, was getting frustrated cuz he didn’t think I was
listening… listening to him. And they were both just
wanting… competing for my attention. So, I set them both
down and, [sic] like, K, this is what’s going on. I know…
you’re being sneaky and I know you want me to hear
you… ever since then it’s quieted down a little bit.
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When Josiah tried a second time to miss school due to illness, Lydia openly addressed her
doubts about his illness and adopted a ‘tough love’ approach.
Lydia:

… so today he tried to do it again this morning… I know
when he’s sick; he’s quiet. He barely talks. He’s making all
this noise and I was, like, mmm… no. You’re doing it
again. I gave him the choice. It was an hour prior to him
having to log in [to online school]. And I told him… you
have an hour to choose for yourself. You’ve been continue
[sic] to charade because I’m your mom. I know you… I
know when you’re not sick. And, right now, I can tell you
you’re not sick. I still give you medicine for the
stomachache. So, I give him medicine…. I give him…
some crackers to, you know, settle his stomach when he
says the stomach is the problem. And, then I give him
something to eat, but I give him an hour. ‘You have an hour
from now to decide whether you want to continue your
charade and miss school… if you continue the charade,
then you won’t get to play with your friends…,’ once I gave
him that choice and I told him, ‘you don’t go to school, you
don’t play.’ Within the hour he was fine.

Expression Through Representation Symbols
The use of symbolic representation proved to be a powerful research tool for this
demographic. While the board game interview questions provided some glimpses into the inner
workings of each participant, the familiar and comfortable act of drawing a picture provided a
deeper dive into the minds of my young participants, freeing them from the pressure and
expectations of verbal responses.
Symbols of non-verbalized feelings. A recurring theme throughout the pre and post
symbolic representations was the element of flight. Silas’ pre-literacy event drawing contained a
helicopter, which he stated as an indication of his inner happiness and his love of video games.
Ryder’s self-portrait was intended to also reflect his inner state of happiness, as evidenced by a
representation of his own smiling face. Ryder would later express his feeling with the theme of
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flight during his post-symbolic representation. Malachi’s red heart represented his happiness as
well as his love for his mother and brother, though when pressed he could think of no one else
that he loved.
Josiah’s pre-literacy event drawing swung in a polar direction from the other three
participants. He began his drawing with a benign smiley face emoji, which he indicated
expressed how his inner feelings of happiness.
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:

I’m happy.
Can you tell me about it? Can you tell me why you chose to
draw that?
An emoji happy face.
Emoji happy face.
So, that’s how I feel.
… that’s how you feel inside right now? Happy? Why do
you think you feel happy?
(long pause) I don’t know. I just feel happy.

Symbols of power and control. Participants used symbols in their drawings that
represented both power (or powerlessness), and control. Silas’ “building, world, and helicopter”
were intended to reflect his love of playing video games, in which he controls the actions of his
characters. This was a theme that would be on greater display in his post-literacy event symbolic
representation.
Ryder’s self-portrait with an oversized mouth and blue face mask showed elements of
feeling powerless to control the inconveniences of the COVID-19 pandemic health requirements.
He echoed this in his statement that he wished the coronavirus “would go away.”
Josiah represented issues of power (or powerlessness) on multiple occasions during his
pre-literacy event symbolic representation. One of his early characters, the lion, had a camera at
the entrance to his cave so that the lion would be aware of potential intruders and their
movements.
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Josiah:
PI:

And the lion has the big cave.
I can see that! With a camera! Why does the lion have a
camera? I’m curious.
… so, in case it… any intruders pass it’s like a camera and
then, and then the camera can tape what… what the
intruder did.
… is that a big problem for the lion; he has intruders?
Yeah.

Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:

Josiah’s drawing of a house-turned-monster house and a mouth that contained razor teeth
where the door should have been may be an indicator of trauma inside what should have been
places of security and harmony. This character was added immediately after Josiah drew a
structure that he identified as an apartment similar to one he had previously lived in.
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:

That’s an apartment.
Oh! Who lives there?
Mm… I don’t know.
Did you used to live there? Does that look like a place you
lived?
Kind of.

Josiah:

Josiah’s monster characters that were assigned varying weights so that the larger monster
would win a head-to-head battle may indicate his own size in relation to a larger adult, with
whom he felt powerless.
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:

They’re gonna’ battle.
They’re gonna’ battle? Oh, versus. Is that what it means? So, the
house versus the zombie.
Yeah… this is five pounds.
Five pounds?
Yeah. So, then he’s twenty pounds.
Wow!
He’s fifty pounds.
He’s fifty pounds?
He’s fifty-eight pounds.
… so who’s gonna’ win?
[unintelligible] zombie.
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Feelings About Shelter Life
Perhaps the biggest analysis surprise emerged when it came to participant feelings about
living in the domestic violence shelter. Here is where my assumptions and implicit biases were
illuminated with clarity. I had made assumptions, based on other research results and personal
encounters with homeless individuals, about how homeless children living in a shelter would feel
concerning their shelter experience. However, to a great degree the children I interviewed
considered the shelter a positive environment.
A safe, happy place. A factor I had not previously considered was the sense of security it
would provide for children of domestic violence to live in a secure environment. Silas
commented that living at the shelter made him feel happy and he liked the playroom “because
it’s big.” Ryder spoke directly to the feeling safety and security that came with living at the
shelter.
PI:
Ryder:

Finish this sentence… before I lived at the shelter, I felt…
how did you feel before you came here?
Scared.

Later in the conversation:
PI:
Ryder:
PI:
Ryder:

Finish this statement… living here at the shelter makes me
feel… how does it make you feel to live here?
Happy?
Can you tell me why?
… I feel safer here.

Josiah expressed on separate occasions his opinion of the physical structure of the shelter,
with its large playroom for children, and his fondness for the staff. The shelter is located in a
large, vintage home with many rooms and open spaces. This seemed conducive to Josiah’s need
to physically run and move. He also verbalized his warm feelings about the “childcare”
volunteers.
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PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:

… how do you feel about living here at the shelter?
Um…
You can be honest.
(long pause). It’s the same… it’s the same… feeling.
So excited you run?
Yeah.
Ok, what do you like about it?
They have childcare.
They have childcare. You like that?
Yeah.
Ok, is there anything else that you like?
Playroom.

Malachi addressed the comfort it brought him to be reunited with him mother after a year
of being separated from her during foster care.
Malachi:
PI:
Malachi:

(reading a game card) Living in this shelter makes me
feel… good.
You like living here?
Cuz I live with my mom.

Resistance to shelter rules. Though the children were largely happy to live in the
shelter, there was some unhappiness expressed about a few of the shelter rules. The required face
masks due to the pandemic seemed a common source of irritation and discomfort for the young
residents. Silas commented, “we have to wear masks.” Ryder agreed.
PI:
Ryder:
PI:
Ryder:

How do you feel about wearing a mask?
Mmm… I wish… uh, like this wish [sic] the coronavirus…
You wish what?
It would go away.

Josiah commented that he had gotten in trouble for not observing shelter rules about
running inside and his displeasure about this event.
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:

Is there anything that you don’t like about it [living at the
shelter]?
Hmmm… (pause) being on punishment.
Being on punishment… and, what does that mean?
Punishment mean… means a timeout.
A timeout. And, for a guy that likes to run, that’s tough, I’ll
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Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:

bet, huh?
Yeah.
So, have you been on punishment?
(nods)
Yeah?
Yesterday.
Yesterday. Do you want to tell me about it? What
happened?
I was running upstairs with my friend and then after… after
that I got on punishment.
Oh. How did that make you feel?
Sad and angry!
The Literacy Event

The literacy event (Heath, 1983) was the central focus of the research process. I
purchased a variety of high-quality, popular children’s books from a popular national educational
book club company. For each participant, I set out three books appropriate to their age and grade
level. Though I carried more than enough books with me, the range of three books afforded the
child the agency and power of ‘choice’ without overwhelming them with too many options.
Participants were allowed adequate time to make their choice without feeling rushed. Once they
had made their choice, I asked them to resume their seat on the opposite side of the plexiglass
divider and I placed the book under the divider on the table between us so that we could both
easily see the pictures and the text. The following table indicates participants’ book choice.

Figure 12. Participant Book Choice.
Post-Literacy Event: “We All Went to the Fair”
Data produced following the literacy event included the second round of FMAS,
Symbolic Representation #2, and accompanying narratives. Analysis of this data yielded three
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major themes (axial codes); Extension of the Literacy Event, Expression Through Symbols, and
Indicators of Stress Alleviation.
Extension of the Literacy Event produced a single category, Story Elements. Expression
Through Symbols yielded two categories: Insecurities, and Symbols of Power & Control.
Finally, Indicators of Stress Alleviation produced two categories: Rich Narratives, and Memory
Activation (Figure 13).

Figure 13. Symbolic Representation Matrix: Before and After Literacy Event.
As stated in the methodology chapter, analysis of children’s artwork can be a valuable
source of information about the inner workings, feelings, and perceptions of young children.
Based on the work of Wimmer (2014), I followed the recommended steps for analyzing
children’s artwork, which include observing characteristics such as line pressure, element
placement on the page, comparing the drawing to those of the child’s peers for age
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appropriateness, analysis of color selection, use of heavy shading, and finally, talking to the
parents about their child (Wimmer, 2014, p. 5, Clark & Moss, 2011). This final step was the first
step in my research process conducted during the mothers’ consent process when I asked each
mother if she had anything that she wanted me to know about her child’s stress.
Analysis was percolated through a matrix that sought to identify fear or distress and/or
anxiety. The same matrix (Appendix I) was applied to both the pre and post literacy event
drawings for each participant.
Extension of Literacy Event
While it may seem logical, and perhaps even somewhat expected, that the text just read
and enjoyed between the child participant and myself would weave its way into the research after
the reading was concluded, it appeared that the interaction between the text, the child, and the
researcher had a profound impact on the child participant that surfaced in the form of story
elements during the follow-up symbolic representation narratives and artwork. This phenomenon
echoes the work of both Benton (1979) and Rosenblatt (1978) in which the reader interacts with
the text. As proof that the impact of the literacy event extended well beyond the event itself,
Sonia, the mother of Ryder, told me the day after his interview that he loved his book so much
that he wanted to read it with her multiple times in the hours after research ended.
Story elements. Ryder chose the charming and highly interactive book, Don’t Push the
Button by Bill Cotter. Ryder appeared to enjoy this comical book immensely, laughing often
with pure joy, and shouting at random moments, “Don’t push the button!” His enjoyment of the
literacy event followed through into his post-literacy event symbolic representation and running
commentary. Ryder’s drawing was of two fighter jets attached to a video game controller. One of
the planes had a round, red button on each wing mimicking the red button featured in the text.
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Ryder:
PI:
Ryder:
PI:
Ryder:
PI:
Ryder:
PI:
Ryder:

I feel like an airplane.
… hmm, I’m curious. What is that red dot with the yellow
in the middle?
Fire.
Fire. Very cool.
It’s just a drawing… on my paper. Don’t press the button!
Don’t press the button
And I’m going to press the button.
(laughs)
I’m going to put a button on this… (softly) don’t press the
button… it’s attached to the airplane. If you don’t want to
fly it… you… don’t press. If you want to fly… press it.

Figure 14. Ryder Post-Literacy Event Symbolic Representation.
Josiah chose the book, How to Catch a Dinosaur, by Adam Wallace. I would later learn
during his post-literacy event symbolic representation narrative and running commentary that he
is highly interested in the subject of dinosaurs and was quite knowledgeable about them.
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:

I’m gonna’ draw more dinosaurs.
Ok.
Longneck. Bodies. That’s a big body! (a pause while he
adds to his drawing). The dinosaur has sharp… sharp nails
but the Longneck doesn’t… only has round nails.
I like those big legs.
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Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:

It’s because he… he’s a longneck. So, he has long legs and
a long neck.
When he takes a step it probably shakes the whole earth.
BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!
And, he usually has three round nails. Looks like toes!
That’s good detail.
Next, I’m going to make a stegosaurus.
Ok.
… Fat body! Fat body! (talks to himself). The stegosaurus
eats plants. Do you know what a stegosaurus is?
Do you like dinosaurs? Cuz, you seem to know a lot about
them.
Uh, yes. I like dinosaurs.

Figure 15. Josiah Post-Literacy Event Symbolic Representation.
Expression Through Symbols
In keeping with the observed phenomenon of richly detailed narratives during the postliteracy event symbolic representations, as opposed to more limited narratives before the literacy
event, Silas kept his helicopter theme from his pre-literacy event symbolic representation but
added a complex and varied storyline in his post-literacy event drawing. His narration and
running dialogue offered themes of good versus evil, clear battle winners, and “giant” fears.
Malachi made reference to food insecurities, role reversal, and dared-not-hoped-for wants. Josiah
shared a fear of getting “too big” and growing older.
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Insecurities. Silas wove an elaborate tale about a giant snake (as tall as a mountain) that
was attacking a fleet of helicopters. The antagonist snake had razor sharp teeth and projectile
spikes that could be used as weapons against his foes. A second story element of disaster in
Silas’ narrative was a coming ice storm, as indicated by a thin blue vertical line that extended
from the earth to the sky.
PI:
Silas:
PI:
Silas:

What is the snake doing on the mountain?
It’s going to take out the helicopter
… so who’s on the helicopter?
People.

Figure 16. Silas Post-Literacy Event Symbolic Representation.
Symbols of power and control. Fighting the giant snake were a host of “good guys” that
included members of the Army, a giant robot, a smaller robot, the participant, his mother and
brother, and even myself, the researcher. In the “good guys” arsenal were weapons that included
swords and missiles. Of interest was Silas’ fabricated elements of protection into his tale for the
“good guys.” Though they faced formidable odds, they were clearly protected from death by
supernatural means.
Silas:

These are the guns, so we can shoot it [the snake]. We can’t
die, so… the storm can’t hit ‘em, cuz they have a shield
around them. And the robot has a shield around him, too.
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PI:
Silas:

… what do they have around them?
A shield…. So, they can, like, not die… the helicopter has
a shield on it, so it can’t crash.

Silas ended his narrative describing a scene where his mother saves the day. Originally,
Silas used a male pronoun to describe the smaller “good guy” snake, then changed the character
into his mother, whom he made into a heroine. “The snake is my mom, cuz she’s gonna’ jump on
him.”
Malachi, the oldest participant at ten of years of age, was the most reserved about sharing
personal details. Though his post-literacy event symbolic representation contained a single, tiny
image of a yellow lightning bolt outlined in black, his accompanying narrative spoke volumes
about possible insecurities and feelings of powerlessness and loss of control over his family’s life
events.
PI:
Malachi:
PI:
Malachi:
PI:
Malachi:
PI:
Malachi:
PI:
Malachi:
PI:
Malachi:
PI:
Malachi:
PI:
Malachi:
PI:
Malachi:
PI:
Malachi:

Is that how you feel inside?
Yes.
Can you tell me about it?
I feel [unintelligible].
You feel what?
I feel like I can just… run all over.
… tell me about it.
It’s a lightning bolt.
It’s a lightning bolt. So, what makes you feel like you can
run all over?
I just want to run all over.
… so, if you could run anywhere, and no one stopped you,
where would you run to?
Hmm…. The grocery store… the grocery store and get a
bunch of stuff that we need.
The grocery store?
Or the store.
Ah. What kind of things would you get?
Food.
Food. What are your favorite foods?
Hamburgers… salad… fruit salad.
Healthy.
And I’d get a PS4 [Play Station 4 gaming system].
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Malachi’s narrative reflects several notable observations. First is his evident worry and
frustration about not being able to provide for his family, indicating role reversal. Second is his
comment about food and things “they need.” This was an interesting comment in light of the
complete supply of necessities that are provided to shelter residents. Perhaps Malachi had
experienced hunger previously and suffers from food insecurities. Finally, his wish for a gaming
system came after his stated desire to buy necessities. Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs took
precedence over personal wants.

Figure 17. Malachi Post-Literacy Event Symbolic Representation.
Josiah made reference to being “too big.” It is possible he was solely making reference to
being too physically large for the play equipment in the playroom. However, he made the
comment previous to commenting on his ability to use the slide. The slide seemed an
afterthought.
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:

Are you the oldest one?
Yes… I’m the first one.
Aha!
So, now I’m too big. Plus, now those slides at the playroom
are too sm… I’m too big that, that there’s [sic] too small.
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Indicators of Stress Alleviation
There were some indications, based on observations and symbolic representation
narratives, symbolic representation matrix analysis, and to a degree, the FMAS, that participants
experienced some sense of stress relief following the literacy event. Categories that emerged are
Rich Narratives and Memory Activation.
Rich narratives. As mentioned previously, I observed that participants provided more
complex and richer narratives during and after their post-literacy event symbolic representation.
There may be several viable reasons for this phenomenon. First, participants may have felt more
relaxed and comfortable in my presence. All of the research design elements had been previously
employed e.g., interview questions, FMAS, symbolic representation, and literacy event. If they
had initially harbored anxiety about what the research process would be like, perhaps as we
neared the end of data gathering, they had relaxed to a point of verbal ease.
Secondly, it is possible that the first round of drawings triggered ideas for their second
drawing. This seems plausible with Silas, whose second drawing appeared to be a continued
theme and more complex drawing from his first one.
Finally, perhaps the explanation for rich narratives stems from a true lowering of stress
and anxiety levels following the literacy event. All books chosen by the participants were
humorous, engaging, and colorfully illustrated. If Benton (1979) and Rosenblatt (1978) are
correct, my young participants may have truly enjoyed a momentary break from life’s
challenging and stressful circumstances.
It became apparent during the post-literacy symbolic representation narratives of both
Silas and Ryder that a “good triumphs evil” theme emerged. Silas’ exaggerated monster snake
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against a battery of helicopters, robots, military personnel, and even his own family members,
demonstrated his desire and hope to see “the good guys” win.
Silas:
PI:
Silas:
PI:
Silas:

… This snake is going to have a bad day.
So, the only bad guy in that picture is the snake.
Yeah.
And everyone’s fighting against the snake.
Mmhmm.

Ryder’s video game themed drawing featured two fighter jet battling one another.
Ryder:
PI:
Ryder:
PI:
Ryder:
PI:
Ryder:

And there’s that airplane… my opponent.
Did you say opponent? That a good word!
Well, that’s how you say enemy.
… so, can you tell me about the opponent?
Well, the reason he’s mad is… he… just wants to win.
(laughs) Sure! Is he gonna?
No… it’s cuz he can’t get past the [slicing] blades.

Finally, in keeping with the Mosaic approach framework, it should be noted here that a
staff comment following Silas’ interview lends credence to the Rich Narrative’s category. After
Silas had completed all phases of the research process and had left the research space, the staffer
sitting at the front desk commented to me, “That was great! He [Silas] never talks that much.”
Then amended her previous comment with, “He talks about things but not his personal feelings
like that.”
Memory activation: “We all went to the fair.” A final category that emerged from the
axial code of Indicators of Stress Relief was a phenomenon of having memories activated. For
Malachi, it was the remembrance of food insecurities and lack of ability to intervene on behalf of
his family. Favorite foods were recited for me, like a wish list.
For Josiah, the eight-year-old with the penchant for monsters and unspeakable acts of
evil, his post-literacy experience drew out of him a favorite topic (dinosaurs), and the ability to
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show off his knowledge to a captive audience. It also produced an unexpected but pleasant
memory from a happier time.
Josiah has known considerable trauma in his young life, as evidenced by having lived in
the same domestic violence shelter two years ago, at the age of six, and again recently. It is
conceivable that he has witnessed chaos in the home, or at least sensed it. But there have been
happy times, too. Or, at least, one very happy and pleasant day.
“We all went to the fair,” was a statement made by Josiah during his narrative of his
second symbolic representation. It was preceded by the literacy event and his chosen book, How
to Catch a Dinosaur by Adam Wallace. His follow-up drawing was filled with dinosaurs, one of
his favorite topics and one in which he was quite knowledgeable. Allowing him to choose the
book which book we read together gave him the agency to identify a book that was of interest to
him. The literacy event gave him the freedom to interact with the text, and with me, the reader.
Conducting a literacy event versus a one-sided read-aloud affords the participant the luxury of
making comments, asking questions, offering ideas and predictions, and engaging deeply with
the text.
This deep engagement was followed through with his second symbolic representation and
accompanying narrative. He spoke freely and often while he drew, and the dinosaurs reminded
him of his desire to one day go to Legoland amusement park. The progression of thinking
prompted a pleasant memory for him; the day his entire family went to a fair. He described in
detail the rides, the food, and the highlights of this special day. I contend that the literacy event
led to this positive memory, which stands in stark contrast to his first symbolic representation,
which was dark, morose, and violent.
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Josiah:

PI:
Josiah:

PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:
PI:
Josiah:

Have you… been in the Lego park? Because I’ve never
been in the Lego park. It’s like a commercial. And it’s like
they talk about… you know, like, Lego park… and you can
be the Lego person and you can drive the Lego car… and
you can go on [a] rollercoaster.
Oh, that sounds like so much fun. Is that where you want to
go someday?
Yeah, but… it’s not in this city. It’s far away. But I have
been on a fair and a go-kart. So, go-kart is like where my uncle
lives, and I don’t know what the city calls [sic]… I used to
remember and now I forget.
Oh.
And the fair is probably not… yeah, it’s pretty a little far
[sic] away. Far away.
But you had fun, I’ll bet.
… yeah, you get to have rides, rollercoasters, and stuff.
Ooh, wow.
And you get cotton candy. And… you get a lot of sweet
stuff… but I don’t know if you get hotdogs there, too.
That sounds like the best day ever! And you got to go
there?
Yeah… my brothers, too.
Lucky, lucky.
My mom and dad. And my brothers and me. We all went
to the fair.
Summary

In Chapter IV, I presented results from research I conducted with four participant pairs
(mother & child) in a domestic violence shelter. Analysis of interview transcripts, observations,
and symbolic representation drawings, combined with results from self-assessments using the
Facial Modification Assessment Scale, and mother perceptions, revealed some indicators of
stress in child participants. Following a shared book, or literacy event, participants indicated
stress relief, at least momentarily, through a follow-up FMAS, and symbolic representation and
accompanying narratives through the emergent themes of Rich Narratives and Memory
Activation.
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CHAPTER V
SUMMARY, DISCUSSION & IMPLICATIONS
Introduction
It can be assumed that children living in a domestic violence shelter will carry a certain
amount of either episodic or chronic internal stress due to the nature of transience, poverty,
witnessing or directly experiencing personal violence, possible food and shelter insecurities, lack
of external support systems, and other potential traumas associated with domestic violence and
homelessness. The purpose of this study was to understand if a literacy event between a noncustodial adult and a homeless child would have a positive impact on the child’s perceived stress
level and whether this alleviated stress would be indicated through Mosaic approach, multimodal research methods.
Participants were recruited from a local domestic violence shelter for mothers and their
children. I sought English-speaking children that were of kindergarten to upper elementary
grades as research participants. All interested participants who met my criteria guidelines were
allowed to participate. A total of four participant pairs (mother and child) took part in this study.
Research Methods
My research methodology was an adaptation of the Mosaic approach (Clark & Moss,
2011) for data collection and analysis that utilized conversations with children, children’s
drawings, and conversations with children’s mothers to produce a ‘mosaic’ picture of a child’s
perceived stress due to homelessness, or other factors as a result of acute or chronic transience,
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and how that perceived level of stress was potentially impacted by the read-aloud experience
provided by the researcher. Child-centric methods of data collection were employed that
included child interviews conducted through a board game format, self-reporting of degrees of
stress as indicated through cartoon faces on a 3-point scale (Facial Modification Affective Scale),
the opportunity for self-expression via child participants’ drawings (symbolic representation),
and accompanying narratives. The FMAS, symbolic representation, and accompanying
narratives were conducted both before and after the literacy event. Interview questions were
confined to research conducted in the pre-literacy event phase.
Discussion
In Chapter IV, I presented results from research I conducted with four participant pairs
(mothers and their children) in a domestic violence shelter. Analysis of interview transcripts,
observations, and symbolic representation drawings, combined with results from selfassessments using the Facial Modification Affective Scale, and mother perceptions, revealed
some indications of stress in child participants. Following a literacy event, participants indicated
stress relief, at least momentarily, through a follow-up FMAS, symbolic representation and
accompanying narratives in the emergent theme of Indicators of Stress Alleviation and its subcategories, Rich Narratives and Memory Activation.
Analysis consisted of transcribing interview audio files into verbatim transcripts and
using Initial Coding to align significant statements from participants’ literal statements (Strauss,
1987) with my research question. Second cycle analysis applied Focused Coding (Saldana, 2016)
which identified categories, using gerunds to create one category for each code. The third cycle
of analysis employed the use of Axial Coding (Saldana, 2016) to rejoin the data into themes that
produced categories and, in some cases, sub-categories. These themes and categories represented
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the multiple forms of data gathered and analyzed to represent the views of my participants, their
mothers, and my own reflexive perspective.
The final phase of analysis, the axial phase, sought saturation to ensure that the data had
produced its full scope of information. In my efforts to accurately tell the story that my
participants’ data produced, I viewed the themes from multiple angles and perspectives. These
revisions are documented in my audit trail.
Using the Mosaic approach template for analysis, I considered the results from mother
interviews on their perspectives about their child’s stress, the child participant responses from the
board game questions, the participant indications from the FMAS, analysis of children’s artwork
using matrices for fear and anxiety, and participant narratives about their artwork.
I divided the data and resultant themes into two broad categories, pre-literacy event and
post-literacy event. This allowed me to view my participants’ perspectives about their own stress
levels into clusters that recognized the literacy event as the central focus of research (Figure 3).
The pre-literacy event child interview questions established a baseline of family history that
included transience, demographic information, such as age and grade, and self-reflection
questions about shelter living and both positive and negative feelings and thoughts about shelter
life.
Three central themes emerged from the pre-literacy event data analysis which included,
Stress as a Common Denominator, Expression Through Representation Symbols, and Feelings
About Shelter Life. Stress as a Common Denominator was further explained through three
categories; Sources of Stress, Indicators of Stress, and Parenting Skills Associated with StressRelated Behaviors.
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Under Sources of Stress, three sub-categories became evident including, Trauma, Other
Children, and the COVID-19 Pandemic. Indicators of Stress also produced three sub-categories
including, Limited Narratives, Regression to an Earlier Stage of Drawing, Small Figures, Color
Choice, and Fear & Violence.
Parenting Skills Associated with Stress-Related Behaviors produced two sub-categories,
Coping Strategies, and Addressing Trauma-Related Behaviors.
Expression Through Representation Symbols had the sub-categories of Symbols of NonVerbalized Feelings, and Symbols of Power & Control. Finally, the category, Feelings About
Shelter Life, produced two categories, A Safe, Happy Place, and Resistance to Rules (Figure 3).
It was clear from this multi-modal research approach that all four of my participants
experienced some form of stress, in varying degrees. While the mothers of three of the four
participants were open about their child’s stress including causes and exhibited symptomatic
behaviors, the child participants themselves were less free to verbalize their feelings on this topic
or to identify any root causes. Indications that they were potentially feeling uncomfortable with
questions specific to internal feelings were often met with shoulder shrugs, downcast eyes, or
nonsensical answers. For example, when six-year-old Ryder read the board game question card
asking for something that he wished was different, he indicated a large mirror on the wall and
responded that he wished the mirror was a picture. I accepted this response as a cue that he was
uncomfortable with the topic and did not pursue the topic any further.
The multi-modal forms of data gathering allowed me to view the child’s perspective from
several angles and offered glimpses into their lived experiences and their perceptions of those
experiences. The FMAS did not always match these perceptions, therefore, I did not consider it a
reliable indicator of stress or lack of stress, as indicated by the verbal responses by Ryder, Josiah,
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and Malachi that they possibly felt some stress, but chose Face #1, which indicated no stress.
Josiah verbally struggled to determine which face to choose and even said that he felt some stress
yet chose Face #1.
In an attempt to determine the presence of stress, symbolic representation and its analysis
matrix were far more valuable tools for determining the presence or lack of stress. Using a childcentric method for research, such as asking participants to draw a picture demonstrating how
they felt inside, allowed the participants to bypass any shyness they may have felt or lack of
verbalization skills. Allowing them to speak freely while they drew and colored their artwork
provided rich glimpses into their inner worlds. Following up immediately with the request for
them to explain their drawing metaphorically handed each participant a microphone and stage
with which to share anything they wished in front of a non-judgmental private audience.
Based on the results of analysis and the emergent themes, categories, and sub-categories,
it is my perception that all four participants experienced and exhibited some degree of stress
relief following the literacy event. This was evidenced by the three general themes of Extension
of Literacy Event, Expression Through Symbols, and Indicators of Stress Alleviation.
Rosenblatt’s Transactional Response theory (1978) supports the assertion that reading
aloud has the potential to alleviate stress. When the reader, the listener, and the text interact with
each other, meaning is constructed based on both the reader’s and the listener’s perceptions,
experiences, and world view. These complex ingredients create multiple interpretation
possibilities for both the reader and the listener. Rosenblatt labels this phenomenon as a
“reciprocal interaction” (1982, p. 268).
Stress relief may have a direct correlation to the stance each participant adopted during
the reading. In reading colorful and engaging narrative texts, both the reader and the child
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participant most likely adopted an aesthetic stance (Rosenblatt, 1982) that drew the listener to
identify with the characters in the story and give an emotive response. Feelings and attitudes
were aroused that caused the listener to connect deeply with the characters (Rosenblatt, 1982). A
possible exception to this during the four separate literacy events was Josiah’s stance. While the
genre of book he chose was narrative in nature, it accessed his impressive knowledge about
dinosaurs, thereby, it might be assumed that he also listened to the text from an efferent
(informational) stance.
Conceptual Framework Revisited
In my conceptual framework, I proposed from the extant literature that a successful
literacy event is comprised of three strands that include, the Response of the Reader, the
Educational Benefits of Literacy Events and the Social-Emotional Benefits of Literacy Events.
These interwoven strands combine to create a fourth element, the Proximal Benefit of the
Listener.
In the first strand of the Response of the Reader, the reader uses their own lived
experiences and real-world connections to create meaning facilitated by the text. The atmosphere
should be relaxed, inviting, and the reading event should include deep engagement with the text
through questions, word emphasis, and predictions (Rosenblatt, 1978, 1982, 1986; Benton, 1979,
1992; Nell, 1988).
The second strand, Educational Benefits of Literacy Events, is hallmarked by literacy
growth. Language acquisition, expanded vocabulary, print awareness, speech patterns, and
comprehension are a few of the educational benefits of a literacy event. The reader, such as a
parent, may facilitate these skills to the listener without being aware they are doing so (Doake,
1986; McClure, Garthwait, & Kristo, 2015; Durkin, 1996; Hoff-Ginsberg, 1991; Wells, 1985).
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The third strand, Social-Emotional Benefits of Literacy Events, reveals important
intrinsic and affective benefits for the reader. Through the act of entering Benton’s Secondary
World (1979), a reader or listener might experience stress alleviation through close physical
proximity, coping strategies through character identification, opportunities to verbalize questions
or perceptions, and a developing love of reading for pleasure or information (Leland, Lewison,
and Harste, 2013; Wolf, 2004; Rosenblatt, 1982).
The harmonious working of the above three strands leads to a fourth benefit of literacy
events, the Proximal Benefit of the Listener. The response of the reader, and the educational and
social-emotional benefits supply the listener with coping tools to enjoy a reprieve from a
negative lived experience.
Response of the reader. When Rosenblatt (1986) commented on the crucial need for a
reciprocal interaction with a text in order to turn “marks on paper” into meaningful symbols, this
points directly to the need for a fluent reader where none exists. As a former reading
interventionist, I have witnessed countless times the way comprehension is lost for those students
who struggle to decode. The literacy event turns that battle on its ear. Without the mental slog to
decipher those “marks,” a student who is below independent reading level is now free to focus
on meaning and to interact deeply with the text.
I found this to be largely true in my research with an at-risk demographic. When asked to
read the board game cards, three of the four participants struggled to decode them fluently,
including the fifth-grade student, Malachi. Hallmarks of a true literacy event include prosodic
(expressive) reading and meaningful dialogue that helps to create vivid mental images
(Rosenblatt, 1982). As the reader during our literacy events, I became the conduit (Stern, 2007)
for participants to react with the text in a meaningful way.
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Ryder showed evidence of this both during and after the literacy event by shouting at
random moments, “Don’t push the button” followed by deep and infectious laughter. Josiah
indicated his deep engagement with the text during his post-literacy event drawing that featured a
variety of dinosaurs for which he had prior knowledge. Left to struggle on their own with
decoding their chosen text may have resulted in frustration and lower indications of
comprehension of the story line.
Rosenblatt (1978) further described the type of interaction a reader has with the text by
adopting either an efferent (reading for information) or aesthetic (an emotional response) stance.
I saw evidence of both stances during the four literacy events. While evidence of an aesthetic
stance was repeatedly apparent, Josiah also made multiple comments about dinosaur facts during
his post-literacy drawing after reading How to Catch a Dinosaur by Adam Wallace.
All four participants showed evidence of adopting an aesthetic stance. Silas laughed at
the antics of Bad Kitty and his nemesis, the new puppy. Ryder appeared to thoroughly enjoy the
warnings to resist pushing the red button by the comical purple monster. While Malachi showed
few outward signs of engaging aesthetically with his chosen graphic novel, The Bad Guys in
Superbad by Aaron Blabey, his post-literacy event drawing showed a significant emotive
response. And finally, Josiah’s outward engagement with his humorous book about clever ways
to capture a dinosaur showed a deep interest in the topic.
Following Benton’s (1979, 1992) theory on reader response, I witnessed firsthand my
participants entering that magical ‘secondary world’ and the interruption to a negative lived
experience. As stated previously, Malachi, the oldest of the four participants was the most
reticent to display emotion or verbalize inner feelings. It should be noted here that Malachi had
also experienced deep trauma as described by his mother during her interview. However, even
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Malachi showed brief indications of joy during his literacy event through laughter and engaged
questioning and comments. The other three participants all showed evidence of in-the-moment
suspension of reality through laughter, multiple questions, and predictive pronouncements.
Educational benefits of literacy events. Educational benefits purported in my
conceptual framework were more intrinsic. Any true indication of educational benefits would by
necessity be assessed longitudinally. However, I caught glimpses of it through the insightful
recitation of dinosaur facts given by Josiah during his post-literacy event drawing and
accompanied narrative. Grammar, sentence structure, and vocabulary were presented to each
participant through engaging story lines (Fox, 2013).
I modeled prosodic reading and text interaction strategies well for my young participants.
It is my hope that they might carry these strategies into other encounters with texts in the future,
whether for efferent or aesthetic reading stances, and that these strategies will facilitate greater
reading and listening comprehension.
Other forms of literacy instruction pervaded the literacy events as well and pulled
participants into their chosen texts. Clever word play (McClure, Garthwaite & Kristo, 2015) was
the needed ‘hook’ for Ryder to fully immerse in Don’t Push the Button by Bill Cotter. Problemsolving was the central theme of both Silas’ and Josiah’s texts. The central character in Silas’
text was tasked with trying to care for an irascible puppy. Josiah’s text found a group of children
intent on snaring a live dinosaur in order to win the science fair contest. Problem-solving skills
are the crown jewel of higher-level thinking that classroom teachers aspire to instill within their
students. Embedding these modeled skills within an entertaining and colorful text is education at
its finest.
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Social emotional benefits of literacy events. The affective benefits of the four separate
literacy events were numerous and readily apparent. With the exception of fifth-grader, Malachi,
all participants quickly relaxed in my presence and fully engaged in the research process.
Josiah’s mother had warned me succinctly during her interview that Josiah would be resistant to
reading aloud for me. She appeared nervous that he would become defiant and even difficult.
Those worries proved to be inconsequential. Josiah was cooperative and volunteered to read his
own interview game cards. As stated in Chapter IV, my informal assessment of his reading
proficiency level was quite high and inconsistent with his mother’s perception of his reading
abilities.
I attribute these relaxed attitudes to the devoted attentions of a caring adult who was
unhurried and who listened deeply to the participants opinions, feelings and perceptions. What
they had to say was important to me and validated to them that their feelings and opinions
mattered. As proof of this, Josiah’s interview extended well beyond any previous timeframe and
interfered with his dinner hour. And yet, he was disappointed when the interview was concluded.
The freedom to express inner feelings proved to be a biproduct of the literacy event. Two
of the four participants were currently seeing a counselor regularly to help them process deep
trauma, as indicated by their mother, Sonia. While Jacqie, mother of Silas, and Lydia, mother of
Josiah, did not specifically indicate formal counseling for their children, it was my perception
that those participants were not in counseling at that time. The child centric methods of research,
coupled with the engaging literacy event, laid a foundation for participants to verbalize inner
feelings or indicate them via symbols in their drawings.
Evidence of social-emotional benefits occurred in the emergent themes of Rich
Narratives and Memory Activation. Malachi used his post-literacy event drawing to reveal fears
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of food insecurities and lack of other necessities and wants. His desire to provide for his family
as a ten-year-old was a clear indication to me that he had lost enough of his initial reserve to
share some deeply guarded inner fears and feelings.
Josiah exhibited an opposite set of feelings during his post-literacy event symbolic
representation narrative. His detailed description of the day his entire family spent at a fair in a
distant city was completely unrelated to the text we had read together, or the symbols he used
during his post-literacy event drawing. Yet he was relaxed enough for that pleasant memory to
bubble to the surface and to give it voice in our dialogue around his drawing.
Finally, Ryder’s frequent and playful outbursts of “don’t push the button” revealed
evidence that he had, indeed, taken an inner journey. Leland, Lewison, and Harste (2013)
describe this phenomenon as entering “new worlds.” Wolf (2004) predicted Ryder’s emotive
response in claiming that children will extend their textual experience into their child play after
the text has ended. Ryder’s mother, Sonia, conveyed to me the following day that Ryder had
enjoyed his book so much that he talked incessantly about it following our interview and wanted
to read the book with his mother multiple times later that evening. Ryder appears to have entered
Benton’s (1979, 1992) Secondary World and enjoyed his stay immensely.
Evidence for proximal benefit of the listener. Children like to be read to (Ledger &
Merga, 2018). My mother shared with me memories of being stricken with whooping cough as a
young child and suffering with frequent bouts of pneumonia. With few children’s book in the
home, her father, a Protestant minister, sat tirelessly by her bed and read aloud to her from the
dictionary, theological volumes, and whatever books he had available to him. Decades later she
can still remember the feeling of calm and comfort it gave her fevered spirit and psyche to hear
his familiar voice and intonation, even from such sterile texts. Imagine the multiple benefits of
114

children hearing age and developmentally appropriate books and seeing colorful images that grab
the attention and pull the child in!
The optimal relationship for this dialogic and co-creation of meaning relationship around
a text is, of course, a parent and their child. However, those benefits are not confined solely to
that family dynamic. I have stated a case for the intrinsic and extrinsic benefits of reading aloud
with a child, no matter the relationship. Emergent themes and categories from this study have
demonstrated that these benefits extend to non-custodial adults reading with children. Any caring
adult who honors the ingredients of an effective literacy event can provide at least some of the
same beneficial effects.
An engaging and appropriate book does some of the lifting for a successful literacy event,
but even the most clever and colorful book requires a reader to complete the interaction. Those
“marks” on a page (Rosenblatt, 1986) must be interpreted by someone skilled in decoding. For
the purposes of this study, the reader has been defined as a non-custodial adult who reads with
expression and employs engaging strategies such as making predictions and asking thoughtful
questions about the text or the listener’s understanding of the text. When these ingredients are
satisfied, the listener enters the “world-creating power of books” (Nell, 1988).
When this occurs, the listener enters the one of Benton’s (1979) three dimensions of
psychic space. These are listed as psychic level (conscious or unconscious relationship with the
text), psychic distance (the listener’s engagement with the text), and psychic process (reflecting
on the text later). These dimensions match Immordino-Yang’s (2012) neuroimaging that
demonstrated during periods of brain ‘rest,’ such as during a read-aloud, or literacy event, that
the brain is not idle. During brain rest, memories are consolidated, reflections are made, and
planning for the future occurs.
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Terada (2018) found that brain breaks are crucially important in developing reading
comprehension and divergent thinking. I content that this may extend to the inherent benefit of
listening to reading. When difficult texts are made accessible by a proficient reader, the listener
is free to think grandly and without restraint.
These dimensions were evidenced by the participants on multiple levels. Josiah exhibited
a conscious engagement with his text by drawing a picture following the literacy event that
featured a topic he knew well and enjoyed (dinosaurs). Ryder showed psychic distance by
engaging deeply with his text both during and after his literacy event. His engagement carried
through into psychic process (reflection) as witnessed by his mother.
With the exception of Josiah, all participants further demonstrated psychic level and
psychic distance in the form of rich narratives after their literacy event, either in the form of
more complex symbolic representations, richer narratives, or both.
Other social-emotional benefits evidenced by participants after reading with a noncustodial adult were opportunities to share their book and accompanying experiences of pleasure
with their mother and siblings and to revisit those pleasant experiences as often as they wished.
Shanahan (2008) explained the physiological reason for the feelings of pleasure derived from an
engaging story. Emotive neural circuits assign significance to stimuli and send a signal of
significance to the higher cortical region of the brain, creating pleasurable feelings, which the
reader, or listener, desires to replicate.
After both Ryder and Josiah finished their respective literacy events, they each infused
their post-literacy event drawing with elements from the book we had just read together. Ryder
added red buttons to the wings of his fighter jet and kept repeating in good humor, “don’t push
the button!” Josiah’s post-literacy event drawing was filled with a variety of dinosaur species
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brightly filled in with primary colors, which stood in stark contrast to his violent pre-literacy
event drawing.
Under the theme of Expression Through Symbols, Silas, Malachi, and Josiah produced
rich narratives that offered glimpses into their insecurities and desires for power and control.
Silas kept his helicopter-in-flight theme from his first symbolic representation, but for his postliteracy drawing provided a richly detailed storyline. The most reserved of the four participants,
Malachi, lowered his mask of reserve to reveal fears about food insecurities. And Josiah found
an opportunity to display his impressive knowledge base of dinosaur facts.
Expression through the use of symbols continued with both Ryder and Silas using
machines of flight to express a desire to have control over “opponents” or enemies. A need for
protection from harm was evident when Silas empowered his “good guys” to be impervious to
disaster or death with shields and camouflage. Ryder had the offensive advantage with “slicer
blades” on his “good guy” version of aircraft. Malachi’s lightning bolt symbolized his ability to
“run all over” and expressed his desire to go places impossible for his age and ability in order to
provide for his family’s fundamental needs.
Finally, findings from this study indicate evidence for the proximal benefit of the listener
under the emergent theme of Indicators of Stress Alleviation, and its sub-categories of Rich
Narratives and Memory Activation, which indicated a true lowering of stress levels immediately
following the literacy event.
This may be in part attributed to the validation the literacy event affords a child. Wolf
(2004) believes that when children are read aloud to, they feel heard and respected. It became a
growing pattern during the research process that the symbolic representation section following
the literacy event produced much more verbalization from participants than the pre-literacy event
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drawings did. This indicated to me a lowering of natural reserve, a desire on the participants’ part
to more fully express themselves, and an implicit relaxed attitude about the research process
itself.
Memory Activation was the second strong indicator of stress alleviation. For Malachi, the
ten-year-old worried about his family having enough food, I perceived that a lowered stress
response allowed him to express some unpleasant memories involving food insecurities. This
may seem counterintuitive to stress alleviation, but I postulate the opposite. He entered the
research space so guarded he would not initially speak his own name. For him to relax enough to
share this deep insecurity with me indicates a melting of reserve and distrust and a momentary
lowering of his guard.
Finally, Josiah’s description of the day he and his entire family spent at a fair, stands in
stark contrast to his pre-literacy event drawing, filled with dark violence. Again, I believe that
the light mood of the text, the bright illustrations, and the interactive nature of the literacy event
allowed his mind and psyche to relax enough to release a pleasant memory.
Conclusion
Implications for Practice
What is lacking in the breadth of academic knowledge are research-driven questions on
the affective benefits of non-custodial adults, other than classroom teachers, engaged in literacy
events with children not in their care, such as in a volunteer relationship. Bus (2003) touches on
the affective qualities of shared book events. It is not the reading in and of itself that is important,
it is also the quality of the conversation that the adult and child have as a result of the reading
and emotional quality embedded within it. These positive interactions are not reserved for only
child and custodial relationships or classroom environments.
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A better understanding of any positive affective benefits derived from the simple task of
an adult and a child sitting together and sharing a good story has the potential of bringing
awareness to a volunteer-ready demographic of society, such as retired teachers or other
professionals searching for a way to serve their communities. Shared book events validate a child
as a full human being worthy of the time and attention of a caring adult (Bus, 2003) beyond that
of a parent or guardian, lowers the stress a child may be experiencing by providing an experience
of mental escapism (Rosenblatt, 1986; Benton, 1979), builds social and emotional skills
(Duursma, Augustyn, & Zuckerman 2008) and creates a lifelong love of reading (Fox, 2008;
Trelease, 2013).
This research has the potential to benefit community services and organizations that
desire to meet the needs of families within the scope of their services, but struggle with
underfunding and understaffing complexities, by encouraging them to recruit reading volunteers.
While this study acknowledges that the needs of children in crisis are complex and must be
addressed from multiple angles and professional services, seeking volunteers whose simple act
of service is to read with children may expand community services’ bank of potential volunteers
and implicitly address some of the emotional and academic needs of the children in their care. In
my world of public education, we know that the best teachers are those that build safe and caring
relationships with their students. Children respond positively to kindness.
A third segment of society that may benefit from this research are the classroom teachers
for whom teaching English Language Arts standards can be challenging. In the current
educational climate of ever-expanding required content, standardized assessments, district
initiatives, meeting the needs of English Learners, and excessively large student numbers,
volunteer readers, such as retired adults within our classrooms might help build vocabulary,
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create context, give students a mental break from academic response, and foster a love of reading
through the affective value of the shared book experience.
Recommendations for Research
I recommend further research that emphasizes children’s agency as capable selfreporters, especially for children who are homeless or transient and who exist on the margins of
society. Future research should ask what their perspectives are about their own lived experience.
Case studies that encourage homeless and transient children to share their lived experience in
their own voice would provide a more global understanding of their perceptions, attitudes,
dreams and hopes. This accurate glimpse into a homeless child’s perceptions about their own
journey could be beneficial in helping communities better address the needs of this marginalized
demographic.
I also believe it to be important to see more children’s trade books that represent the
homeless or transient child’s perspective, validating them as members of our society instead of
unseen and unheard societal ‘ghosts.’ When 2.5 million children each year experience
homelessness in America (Dwomoh & Dinolfo, 2018), they deserve to be represented and
advocated for in accurate child-friendly literature. Equally important is the educational value to
more economically affluent children of a better understanding their transient or homeless peers.
A final recommendation for future research is a better utilization of the Facial
Modification Affective Scale. Although my results did not validate this self-reporting tool as
highly beneficial or accurate, I believe it has potential to yield better results than I experienced.
Perhaps through a revision of the cartoon faces, a more explicit script, or follow-up questions. I
encourage future research on this tool in order to make it a more reliable measurement tool.
Grieg, Taylor, & MacKay (2007) touched on this fact when they recognized that children, as
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social beings and as co-creators of meaning, may be vulnerable to influence by the researcher,
“as related to social and cognitive factors (p. 92).
Summary
Based upon the findings of this study, there is clear evidence that the simple act of a
literacy event, between a child experiencing stress and a non-custodial adult, has beneficial value
in lowering the child’s perceived stress level. Classrooms, community organizations, and other
volunteer-driven organizations should consider ways to embed literacy event (Heath, 1982)
opportunities into high-risk demographic settings.
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Appendix A
Sequence of Research Events
1.
2.
3.
4.

Meet with mother to sign consent form, state purpose of research, and answer questions.
Ask mother open-ended question about their child and stress.
Thank mother for participating.
Pre-literacy event semi-structured interview with child participant using a board game to
conduct interview questions.
5. Modified Facial Affective Scale #1
6. Pre-literacy event drawing
7. Post-drawing narrative interview
8. Literacy event
9. Modified Facial Affective Scale #2
10. Post-literacy event drawing
11. Post-drawing narrative interview
12. Thank child for participating.
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Appendix B
Pre-Literacy Event with Parent
1. Thank parent for allowing child to participate.
2. State my research question: What are the perceptions of sheltered homeless children of
their own stress levels both before and after a literacy event with a non-custodial adult?
3. Parent will sign consent form.
4. Seek permission to audio record conversation.
5. Begin recording. Take jottings (field notes) as needed.
6. State my name, the research question, and the participant’s name.
7. Ask mother, “Is there anything that you would like for me to know about your child and
their stress levels?” This is not a formal interview, so no follow-up questions will be
planned.
8. Seek permission to use interview transcript in future work e.g., social media, book, etc.
with no further compensation.
9. Ask parent for questions or doubts about the audio recording, the interview, or how I will
use the interview.
10. Explain to parent that I will ask their child to sign a statement of assent before
participating in research.
11. Explain to parent that their child has the right to withdraw from research at any time that
they choose.
12. Provide Statement of Confidentiality.
a. Participant has the right to read the transcript of this interview and listen to the
audio recording.
b. Those with access to the interview transcript are limited to myself, my advisor(s),
and the participant.
c. Measures I will take to guard the audio recording and the transcribed interview.
d. Protection of identities:
i. Participants will be indicated in the transcript with a code, e.g., P1 =
Participant One
13. Thank participant.
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Appendix C
Interview Protocol
Interview Protocol – Children
Interview Medium – Game Board
Pre-Literacy Event
1. Thank child for participation.
2. Introduce myself.
3. State my research question in child-friendly language: I am interested in learning how
children feel before they read a book with me and after we read the book.
4. Seek permission to audio record.
5. Child will sign assent form, to the best of their age-appropriate ability.
6. Say to the child, “Would you like to play a board game with me?” (Wait for response).
“The rules are simple. We will take turns choosing a question card. After we answer the
question, we will roll the dice to see how many spaces our game piece can move. I would
like to use my voice recorder again. Is that okay with you?” (Wait for response)” Do you
have any questions?” (Wait for response) I will say, “You may go first.”
7. The child and the researcher will be assigned a different color stack of question cards
with identical questions in each stack, and in the same order. The question cards will be
stacked so that the child participant answers the interview questions before I do,
preventing any tainting of data. The game board will have enough spaces to
accommodate all of the question cards and the roll of one die (60 spaces total). The
“winner” will be identified by finishing their question stack first. The last card in the
stack will say, “Move your game piece to the finish line!”
8. The participant and I will alternate turns, with the child answering question followed by
my own responses. We will take turns until there are no question cards left.
Game Board Interview Questions
1. What is your name?
2. How old are you?
3. What grade are you in school?
4. How many different places have you lived?
5. What is the favorite place that you have lived?
6. (Finish this statement) Before I lived here at the shelter, I felt….
7. (Finish this statement) Living here at the shelter makes me feel…
8. Something that I wish was different…
9. Something that makes me feel happy inside…
10. Something that makes me feel stressful….

124

Appendix D
Modified Facial Affective Scale Protocol
Administration will follow this script. “We have three faces here. I will point to each face
and tell you what it means. First, I will explain what it means to feel ‘stressed.’ Stress is what
you feel when you are worried or uncomfortable about something. This worry is in your in mind
and can make your body feel bad. You may feel angry, frustrated, scared, or afraid. These
feelings can even give you a stomachache or a headache. You might not feel like sleeping or
eating, or you might sleep too much or eat too much. You might also feel cranky or have trouble
paying attention in school or remembering things at home. The first face means that you don’t
have any feeling of stress right now (point to the first face). The second face (point to the middle
face) means that you feel a little stressed right now. The third face (point to the last face) means
that you feel a lot of stress right now. Let me explain those faces again (follow same script as
before). Do you understand what each face means? (Allow response.) Do you have any
questions? (Allow response) When you are ready, point to the face that feels most like you right
now” (Quiles et al., 2013, p. 448; Lyness, 2015).
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Appendix E
Symbolic Representation (Drawing) Protocol
Pre-Literacy Event
1. Say to the child: In a moment, I am going to ask you to draw or color a picture for me.
When you are finished with the picture, I am going to ask you about it. I would also like
to take a picture with my camera of your picture. Would that be okay with you?
2. Direct child participant’s attention to a table or other hard surface where a variety of
papers and art supplies will be arranged. These supplies will be the same for all
participants. The supplies will be new for each participant and will include:
a. White heavy-stock paper
b. Pencils
c. Crayons
d. Markers
3. Child participant will be encouraged to choose a piece of paper and whatever drawing
instruments that they would like to use. No suggestions will be provided by me and the
participant will not be rushed in this process. The child participant will be free to choose
all the supplies, if they wish.
4. When all art supply choices have been made, I will direct the child to sit at the table or
hard surface.
5. I will sit beside the child.
6. I will say, “I want you to think for a moment about how you feel inside right now and
draw a picture that would help me understand how you feel inside. You can draw
anything that you wish, and you can take as long as you like, and you can stop whenever
you wish. Do you have any questions?” (Answer any questions) “You may begin.”
7. When the child indicates that they are finished, I will say, Tell me about your picture.
Allow the child to freely share all information they wish to describe their picture and the
choices that they made about it. The audio recording will continue through all phases of
research.
8. I will take a picture of the art and give the original work to the child.
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Appendix F
Literacy Event Protocol
1. Explain that I would like to read a book with the child.
2. Direct child’s attention to three options that are all narrative in genre, age and
developmentally appropriate.
3. Indicate to the child that the book they choose will be a gift to them after we read it
together.
4. Allow the child to choose the book that most appeals to them without being rushed to
choose.
5. Sit down together, side-by-side so that the child can see the illustrations and the text.
6. Use cognitive strategies to build engagement:
a. Read the title.
b. Read the name of the author/illustrator.
c. Discuss the end papers – look for storyline cues.
d. Read the title page and look for picture clues.
e. Read the text using prosody, intonation, and open-ended questions.
7. At the conclusion of the text, allow the child the freedom to go back to favorite pages,
ask questions, or make comments about the text. This will not be rushed or inhibited by
me.
8. Thank the child for allowing me to read with him/her.
9. Remind them that the book is theirs to keep.
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Appendix G
Modified Facial Affective Scale Protocol
Administration will follow this script. “Do you remember these faces? Like before, I will
point to each face and tell you what it means. First, I will explain what it means to feel ‘stressed.’
Stress is what you feel when you are worried or uncomfortable about something. This worry is in
your in mind and can make your body feel bad. You may feel angry, frustrated, scared, or afraid.
These feelings can even give you a stomachache or a headache. You might not feel like sleeping
or eating, or you might sleep too much or eat too much. You might also feel cranky or have
trouble paying attention in school or remembering things at home. The first face means that you
don’t have any feeling of stress right now (point to the first face). The second face (point to the
middle face) means that you feel a little stressed right now. The third face (point to the last face)
means that you feel a lot of stress right now. Let me explain those faces again (follow same
script as before). Do you understand what each face means? (Allow response.) I want you to
point to face that you most feel like right now. Do you have any questions? (Allow response)
When you are ready, point to the face that feels most like you right now” (Quiles et al, 2013, p.
448; Lyness, 2015). The audio recording will continue through this phase of research.
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Appendix H
Symbolic Representation (Drawing) Protocol
Post-Literacy Event
1. Say to the child: In a moment, I am going to ask you to draw or color another picture for
me. When you are finished with the picture, I am going to ask you about it. Would that be
okay with you? I would also like to take a picture with my camera of your picture. Would
that be okay with you?
2. Redirect child participant’s attention to a table or other hard surface where a variety of
papers and art supplies will be arranged. These supplies will be the same for all
participants. The supplies will be new for each participant and will include:
a. White heavy-stock paper
b. Pencils
c. Crayons
d. Markers
3. Child participant will be encouraged to choose a piece of paper and whatever drawing
instruments that they would like to use. No suggestions will be provided by me and the
participant will not be rushed in this process. The child participant will be free to use the
art supplies for the first drawing, or may choose additional supplies, if they wish.
4. When all art supply choices have been made, I will direct the child to sit at the table or
hard surface.
5. I will sit beside the child.
6. I will say, “I want you to think for a moment about how you feel inside right now and
draw a picture that would help me understand how you feel inside. You can draw
anything that you wish, and you can take as long as you like, and you can stop whenever
you wish. Do you have any questions?” (Answer any questions) “You may begin.”
7. When the child indicates that they are finished, I will say, Tell me about your picture.
Allow the child to freely share all information they wish to describe their picture and the
choices that they made about it.
8. When the narrative is finished, I will shut off the audio recorder and alert the participant
that I am doing so.
9. I will take a picture of the art.
10. Gift the art supplies to the participant.
11. Thank the participant.
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Appendix I
Symbolic Representation Matrix

Fear or Distress

Anxiety

Weak Line Pressure

Heavy Line Pressure

Regression to an Earlier Stage of Drawing

Small Figures

Stage 1 – Spontaneous Scribbling – 1 ½ to 2 ½
years of age
Stage 2 – Structured Scribbling – 2 ½ to 3 ½ years
of age
Stage 3 – Pre-Schematic Stage – 3 ½ to 5 years
Stage 4 – Schematic Stage – 5 – 8 years
Stage 5 – Pre-Realistic Stage – 8 – 11 years of age
Stage 6: Realistic Stage – 11 – 14 years of age
(Wimmer, 2019, pp. 11-26)

Heavy Shading of Human Figures

Heavy Shading

Excessive use of the colors black or red

Excessive use of the colors black or red

130

Appendix J
Consent to Participate

THE UNIVERSITY OF NORTH DAKOTA
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH
Project Title:

Literacy as a Means of Stress Relief in a Domestic
Violence Homeless Shelter: Listening to Children’s
Voices

Principal Investigator:

Vonda L. Dahl

Phone/Email Address:

701-426-8828/Vonda.dahl@und.edu

Department:

Teaching, Leadership & Professional Practice

Research Advisors:
Research Advisor
Email Address:
What should I know about this research?
•
The researcher will explain this research to you and to your participating.
•
Taking part in this research is voluntary. Whether or not you and your child take part is
up to you.
•
If you don’t take part, it won’t be held against you or your child.
•
You can take part now and later drop out, and it won’t be held against you.
•
If you don’t understand something, ask questions.
•
Ask all the questions you want before you decide.
How long will I and my child be in this research?
I expect that your part in this research will last 30-45 minutes. The research that involves your
child will last for 1 – 2 hours, depending on the length of the book your child selects.
Why is this research being done?
The purpose of this research is to explore what impact the sharing of a child-selected book has
on an elementary school-aged homeless child’s perceived stress level. Specifically, I seek to
understand if a shared book event with a non-custodial (not their parent or guardian) adult can
reduce a child’s perceived level of stress. In other words, I want to learn if reading a book with a
child will help to lower their feelings of stress.
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What happens if I agree to take part in this research?
If you decide to take part in this research study, you will be given an opportunity to share
anything you may have noticed about your child’s current level of stress. You can share as much
or as little information as you are comfortable with. With your permission, the conversation we
have will be audio recorded. I will later create a transcription of the audio recording and use that
data to better understand any stress your child may be experiencing. You may request to read all
transcriptions of audio-recorded conversations between yourself and the researcher, or your child
and the researcher. Before beginning the research process, I will explain the process to your child
and him/her to sign a statement that they agree to be a part of this study.
I will ask your child to do several things. The first thing that I will ask your child to do is to play a
board game with me that asks questions about his or her life and about their feelings. Before we
begin the game, I will turn on a voice recorder so that I have a record of everything that we talk
about. Second, I will show your child some cartoon faces and ask him/her to show me which one of
the faces matches how he/she feels inside. Third, I will provide some paper and art supplies and ask
him/her to draw a picture that shows how he/she currently feels inside. When he/she is done with
their drawing, I will ask him/her to tell me about it. Fourth, we will read a book together that the
child will choose from the books that I provide. Fifth, I will show him/her the same cartoon faces and
ask your child to again show me which face matches how they feel inside after we’ve read the story.
The sixth thing that I will ask your child to do is to draw a second picture showing how he/she feels
after the story and will ask him/her to tell me about that picture. I will take a picture of both drawings
with my camera. Finally, I will give the book that we read together to your child as well as all of the
art supplies that he/she used to draw their picture.
Could being in this research hurt me or my child?
There is minimal risk of harm to you or your child if you choose to participate in this study. The
most likely risks or discomforts that you or your child may experience from taking part in this
research are embarrassment, from sharing personal information, or feelings of anxiety, from
recalling previous experiences.
What are the benefits of participating in this research?
The most important benefits that you and your child may expect from taking part in this research
is a better understanding of how reading a book with your child may lower his/her stress level.
Possible benefits to others include helping future teachers, volunteers, and other researchers
better understand the role a shared book event can play in helping a child feel less stress. This
research may have positive benefits for other shelters or places of volunteerism, and educational
classrooms.
How many people will participate in this research?
This research study will include between five to twenty school-aged children from kindergarten
through fifth grade who are currently residing in this homeless shelter. Any child who wishes to
participate within those age ranges will be allowed to do so, including siblings, as long as their
moms agree to them participating.
Will it cost me money to take part in this research?
It will not cost you anything to be a part of this research study.
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Will I be paid for taking part in this research?
Your child will receive a gift from the researcher in the form of the new book he/she selected for
the read-aloud and the art supplies used to create his/her drawings. You will not be paid to
participate.
Who is funding this research?
The University of North Dakota and the research team are receiving no payments from other
agencies, organizations, or companies to conduct this research study.
What happens to information collected for this research?
Your private information may be shared with individuals and organizations that conduct or
watch over this research, including:
•
The Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University of North Dakota.
I may publish the results of this research. However, I will keep your name and other identifying
information confidential. I will protect your information from disclosure to others to the extent
required by law. I cannot promise complete secrecy.
Data or specimens collected in this research will not be used or distributed for future research
studies, even if identifiers are removed.
You should know, however, that there are some circumstances in which I may have to show your
information to other people. For example, the law may require me to show your information to a
court or to tell authorities if I believe you have abused a child, or you or your child pose a danger
to yourselves or someone else.
I will limit interviews and other encounters to in-person visits to the shelter at agreed upon times.
I will respect the wishes of the shelter staff and residents concerning visits and data collection
practices. Data will only be handled by me or my advisors. All recorded data will be transcribed
by me. Digital transcriptions will be kept on my computer under password protection. Audiorecorded interview microfile disks will be kept in a locked box. Consent forms will be kept in a
locked box and destroyed by shredding after five years. Audio recordings will be erased after
five years.
For the purposes of this study, your child’s artwork is considered the rightful property of your
child and will be returned to your child immediately after I have captured images of the artwork
with a camera. Your child will be allowed to decide if they wish to keep their artwork private or
share it with you, unless you indicate here that you wish to see the artwork.
What if I agree to be in the research and then change my mind?
If you decide to leave the study early, I ask that you contact me through shelter staff to arrange
for an exit interview. Children who do not complete all phases of the research process forfeit the
gifting of the book and art supplies.
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Who can answer my questions about this research?
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think this research has hurt you or made you
sick, talk to the research team at the phone number listed above on the first page.
This research is being overseen by an Institutional Review Board (“IRB”). An IRB is a group of
people who perform independent review of research studies. You may talk to them at
701.777.4279 or UND.irb@UND.edu if:
• You have questions, concerns, or complaints that are not being answered by the research
team.
•
You are not getting answers from the research team.
•
You cannot reach the research team.
•
You want to talk to someone else about the research.
•
You have questions about your rights as a research subject.
• You may also visit the UND IRB website for more information about being a research
subject: http://und.edu/research/resources/human-subjects/research-participants.html
Your signature documents your consent to take part in this study. You will receive a copy of this
form.
Your Name: ______________________________________________________
Your Child’s Name: _______________________________________________
I forfeit my right to see my child’s artwork ___________
Initials
I require that I see my child’s drawings ___________
Initials
__________________________________
Your Signature

___________________
Date

I have discussed the above points with the participant or, where appropriate, with the
participant’s legally authorized representative.
__________________________________
Signature of Person Who Obtained Consent

___________________
Date
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Appendix K
Assent Form
Project Title: Literacy as a Means of Stress Relief in a Domestic Violence Homeless Shelter:
Listening to Children’s Voices
Investigator(s): Vonda L. Dahl, Principal Investigator
I am doing a research study; a research study is a special way to find out more about something. I
am trying to find out if reading a book with a grown-up, besides a parent, can help children feel
better inside. If you want to be in this study, I will ask you to do six things.
The first thing that I will ask you to do is to play a board game with me that asks questions about
your life and about your feelings. Before we begin the game, with your permission, I will turn on
a voice recorder so that later I can remind myself what we talked about.
Second, I will show you some cartoon faces and ask you to show me which one of the faces
matches how you feel inside.
Third, I will provide some paper and art supplies and ask you to draw a picture that shows how
you feel inside. When you are done with your drawing, I will ask you to tell me about it. I will
take a picture of your drawing with my camera so that I remember it.
Fourth, we will read a book together that you will choose from the books that I brought with me.
Fifth, I will show you the same cartoon faces and ask you to again show me which face matches
how you feel inside after we’ve read the story.
The sixth thing that I will ask you to do is to draw a second picture showing how you feel after
the story and then I will ask you, once again, to tell me about the picture. I will take a picture of
this drawing with my camera to help me remember it.
As a thank you for helping me with this study I will give you the book that we read together and
the art supplies that you used to draw your picture.
You may be embarrassed by some of the questions that I ask in order to understand how you are
feeling. It’s okay to feel embarrassed and, unless I have to, I won’t tell anyone about your
answers. Just know that you have the choice to skip answering any questions that you want.
Not everyone who is in this study will benefit. A benefit means that something good happens to
you. I don’t know if you will benefit, but I hope that I will learn something that will help other
people someday.
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Sometimes I need to show your information to other people. If you tell me that you have been
abused, or if you think that you might be a danger to yourself or other people, I will tell someone
who can help, like the police or a doctor.
When I am done with the study, I will write a report about what I found out. I will not use your
name in the report.
You do not have to be in this study. Your mom has given permission for you to participate, but it
is up to you. If you want to participate now, but change your mind later, you can stop any time
that you wish.
If you want to be in this study, please sign or write your name below.

______________________________ (name)

_________________(date)

136

Appendix L
Safe Harbor Shelter Rules and Guidelines
1. Security Devices - Due to safety, do not disclose shelter security devices or details of the
security systems. There are cameras outside the house and one in the playroom. Everyone
needs to ring the doorbell and state their name to gain entrance.
2. Confidentiality – Please assist us with keeping everyone safe by not revealing names of
others residing in the shelter or the location. Residents should be picked up at least a
block away from the residence. Facetiming should be limited to your own personal room.
3. Rent – The first 30 days of your stay at Safe Harbor are free. After 30 days, you will be
asked to sign a lease agreement and the resident’s stay will be $30 per month thereafter.
4. Food – There is some food provided. We encourage you to purchase food that you would
like if Safe Harbor does not have the items. You can initial the food and put in proper
storage areas. Please let us know if you or your children have any food allergies.
5. Cooking – When using the oven or stove, please do not leave unattended. Children
should not be making their own meals unless assisted by an adult.
6. Meal/Snack Times – While eating, we ask to keep it limited to only the kitchen table to
keep other public areas clean.
7. Clothing – If you or your children are in need of clothing, let a case manager know. We
do have some donations to periodically go through in the family room.
8. Diapers – Diapers are provided for the first thirty days; thereafter, it will be your
responsibility. All dirty diapers should immediately be put into the outside garbage. To
keep the house sanitized, we ask to not have dirty diapers in bedrooms or common living
areas.
9. Housework – Each resident is responsible for doing their own dishes and cleaning up
after themselves/children in the kitchen. Also, to keep their living space clean and
sanitary. Other housework duties will be listed on the fridge to contribute to the
cleanliness of the house.
10. Laundry – Laundry facilities are located on the first floor and detergent is provided.
Please wash your bedding weekly and do not leave laundry unattended for an extended
period of time. Please return all linens to staff before leaving.
11. Transportation – Safe Harbor will provide taxi passes in case of an emergency, unless
approved by a case manager. Bus passes will be provided for other transportation needs.
12. School – The child advocate can help register your child in school and assist with
referrals for transportation.
13. Childcare – Is available during DV/SA groups. It is also available for some appointments
in the afternoon, Monday through Thursday.
14. Quiet Time – Safe Harbor has quiet times from 10pm – 6am. We ask that any activities
you or your children do is quiet so others can sleep. If entering or exiting during this
time, please do so quietly.
15. Children’s Bedtime – During the school year we ask for all kids to be in their rooms by
9:00 pm. In the summer the kids should be in their rooms by 10:00 pm.
16. Leaving the Shelter – In case of a fire and to have your space held for your return, please
sign your name on the sign out sheet located by the back door. We also ask that you sign
back in upon your return. If you will be gone for longer than 24 hours, we ask you call
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and let the shelter staff know. If there is no contact from you, it is possible we may need
to use your bed for another.
17. Alarm – The alarm is set between the hours of 1 am – 6 am. During these hours you will
not be let in unless cleared by staff before or an emergency.
18. Smoking – It is asked that you smoke in the assigned smoking areas.
19. Substance Use – There are no drugs, paraphernalia, or alcohol allowed. If you are under
the influence you will not be allowed in the shelter.
20. Using the House Phone – There are phones located throughout the shelter for residents to
use. If you need to make a long-distance call, please arrange with staff and they will
assist you. Long distance calls should be no longer than 10 minutes. The phone number
will come up as restricted and the lines should not be unblocked.
21. Receiving Phone Calls – If someone needs to call you, please be sure they are on your
phone call list to be transferred to you. They can call the office ___________, between
the hours of 8am – 4pm during the weekdays. All night and weekend calls will be
transferred to the crisis line, ____________ and they will be able to leave a message for
you to call them back.
22. Mail – If you wish to receive mail at the shelter, you may make your change at the Post
Office to the following address ________________________.
23. Housing – Safe Harbor is a temporary shelter and is not geared toward long-term stay. As
a result, during your first week of shelter we will assist you with completing housing
assistance applications. After thirty days, or when room is available, you may be asked to
move to our long-term transitional shelter.
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Appendix M
Coronavirus Shelter Protocol
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